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Welcome

We’re proud to present the first 
English edition of berufsbildung. 

A journal for practice and theory in the 
company and at school. berufsbildung 
re-emerged after German reunifica-
tion at the beginning of the 1990s, and 
features perspectives that are both rich 
in tradition while remaining in a pro-
cess of continual modernization. This 
tradition involves today’s most impor-
tant trends and theoretical innovations 
in VET and vocational continued educa-
tion in Germany, while keeping an eye 
on international developments such as 
innovative vocational education practices 
and research in this field. berufsbildung 
is a forum where everybody in the world 
of vocational education and company 
training can get involved in the discus-
sion and participate in a productive 
transfer between theory and practice. 
You’ll find the latest reports on the state 
of research, see “practice to practice” 
discourses initiated, and experience the 
many different sides of the issues regard-
ing current and future-oriented results 
from model tests; educational policy 
programs; regulatory reforms; educa-
tional and learning contexts from/in the 
company, school, and even outside of 
the school; different areas of vocational 
education action; continued education; 
and consultation.

Modernization emerges as a result of 
continual change in VET and continued 
education theory and practice. Develop-
ments such as the fundamental struc-
tural economic and societal changes 
occurring for (at least) the past decade; 
the emergence of new professional and 
competency profiles; demographic shifts; 
and an increasing need for skilled labor, 
not to mention changes in family and 
living structures, have generated new 
challenges for both conceptual creation 
and curricular development in VET and 
continued education. Keywords such as 
lifelong and biographical learning; the 
necessity of permeability and flexibil-
ity in both the educational system and 

professional qualification; new chal-
lenges for competence and quality devel-
opment in vocational education; the 
urgent need for the professionalization 
of educational personnel; and the ori-
entation towards subjective theoretical 
aspects and didactic arrangements are 
all on the horizon of the vocational edu-
cation debate, not only in Germany, but 
when it comes to European and interna-
tional reforms as well. A key element of a 
modernized vocational education theory 
and practice will without question be the 
implementation of issues including gen-
der, diversity, sustainability, and social 
inclusion. These will need to be foun-
dationally established and developed to 
achieve structural and didactic innova-
tions in VET and continued education.

berufsbildung takes a continual, 
reflective, critical look at these issues 
and aspects of vocational and economic 
education theory and practice with the 
aim of offering findings for researchers, 
students, and teachers in schools and 
companies. Useful fields of action for 
continued education, consultation, and 
training outside of school also emerge.

This first English edition will present 
selected articles on current issues, pro-
viding a glimpse of berufbildung’s excel-
lent spectrum of all kinds of issues and 
methodical variety. You’ll enjoy articles 
on theoretical discourse; educational 
and policy changes; how VET systems 
and skilled labor are changing; the 
educational formation of German’s tran-
sitional system; professionalization and 
didactic-curricular changes; issues of 
socially inclusive vocational education; 
and the effectiveness of gender in edu-
cational structures.

In the article Subjective Theories of 
Knowledge and Learning, Karin Reb-
mann, Tobias Schlömer, Florian Berding 
and Manuela Paechter take a look at the 
question of to what degree subjective 
knowledge and learning theories (episte-
mological beliefs) impact the formation 
of teaching and learning processes. Key 

issues here include teachers’ own per-
spectives and their individual under-
standings of knowledge and its acquisi-
tion, as well as the different perspectives, 
assumed beliefs, and anthropogenic 
requirements of learners.

Jürgen Seifried’s article Business 
Teachers’ Beliefs about Teaching and 
Learning takes a specific look at this sub-
jective teaching action using an empiri-
cal study on accounting training and the 
views of teachers at vocational schools. 
Seifried investigates constructivist- and 
instructionalist-based orientations and 
teacher role models as he compares and 
contrasts these two kinds of teachers 
(and even manages to identify a third).

Sandra Bohlinger and Dietmar 
Frommberger examine a classic, albeit 
very current item in vocational edu-
cation with their article VET Equality, 
reflecting on the question of equality 
between vocational and general educa-
tion. Is there in fact equality at/among 
the interfaces in Germany’s educational 
system, particularly when it comes to the 
commensurability of the degrees and 
learning outcomes found within it? The 
authors discuss in their article some of 
the more “heated” issues such as the 
(lack of) equality between vocational and 
academic education; the importance of 
non-formal and informal learning; and 
transnational equality.

Skilled Labor Changes by Tim Unger 
and Martin Frenz looks at central fac-
tors of societal and economic change. 
Key vocational discussions emerge as a 
result: the development of modern occu-
pation as a new form of socially organ-
ized employment; process orientation as 
an aspect of modern employment and 
orientation factor of curricular work; and 
increased dynamics and diversification of 
professional profiles.

The article Challenges and Perspec-
tives for Vocational School Teacher Train-
ing by Uwe Faßhauer and Josef Rützel 
discusses the challenges facing vocational 
teacher training, particularly against the 
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background of demographic shift and 
lack of teachers. The authors advocate 
efforts to reach new target groups via 
cooperative models between teaching 
colleges and universities of applied sci-
ences. What are the models of study that 
can be done parallel to someone’s job? 
Are there alternative, less conventional 
ways to enter studies to become a voca-
tional teacher?

My article The School-Based VET 
System: A Remnant, or an Innovation 
Opportunity for Vocational Education? 
examines from an historic, educational 
policy, and occupationally theoretical 
perspective the contradictory status 
of German full-time, school-based 
VET when compared to the “greener 
pastures” of dual training. This article 
makes clear the sizeable amount of 
conceptual, regulatory, and curricular 
reforms that both vocational education 
and teacher professionalization will 
require in coming years.

The article Ways and Bridges between 
VET and Higher Education in Germany 
by Dietmar Frommberger talks about the 
academization trend of vocational edu-
cation in Germany, showing the path-
ways and bridges between vocational 
and university education. Frommberger 
analyzes the developments of the “third 
educational pathway” leading from 
vocational education to the university, as 
well as ways to achieve permeability and 
connections for this very purpose. This 
article will also show the consequences 
of the continued structural and didactic 
development of vocational education, as 
well as ways to achieve a target group-
related creation of university curricula.

With the goal of implementing Sus-
tainable Development as a Future Pro-
gram for Quality Management at Voca-
tional Schools, Tobias Schlömer shows 
how sustainable vocational education 
can be connected to quality manage-
ment concepts. Using the German 
state of Lower Saxony as an example, 
he establishes the right kinds of goals 
for sustainability-oriented quality devel-
opment in schools and lessons that are 
guided by practical implementation, 
opening future-oriented pathways as a 
result.

Martin Fischer’s focus in VET Quality 
is on in-company training as he discusses 
the dimensions of input and output 

quality throughout the training process. 
Fischer also takes a look at different levels 
for a quality framework with in-company 
VET, along with the different functions of 
the German vocational education system 
when it comes to utilization, selection, 
allocation, qualification, retention, and 
integration.

With their article Knowledge Report-
ing: The Development of Professional 
Employment Competence, Karin Reb-
mann and Tobias Schlömer take up 
the questions of company training 
and competence development. How 
are competence and its development 
substantiated from both an economic 
and business education standpoint? 
These are also reflected upon in the 
article from the “double perspective” 
of the organization and individual, as 
well as of management and knowledge 
reporting.

In his article Didactic-Curricular VET 
Developments in Germany, Dietmar 
Frommberger presents the changes 
in didactic principles and regulatory 
concepts in the context of shifting 
vocational education. Together with the 
current, growing importance of learn-
ing results and demand orientation, 
today’s developments will be placed 
in their respective contexts, and dis-
cussed in connection with the features 
and functions of vocational education 
curricular foundations.

Inclusion – A Contribution to Address 
the Challenges of Demographic Change 
is Peter Sicking’s examination of this 
current educational science and voca-
tional education debate, discussing the 
potential socially inclusive education con-
tains for vocational education. Against 
the background of the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-
ties, Sicking argues for a more advanced 
understanding of inclusive education, 
i.e. “education for all” regardless of gen-
der, background, social and economic 
circumstances, disabilities, or any other 
learning needs. Here, individual compe-
tencies, potentials, and needs of children 
and young people are the focus.

In Transitions in Vocational Education, 
Manfred Eckert talks about structural 
and didactic aspects of the transition 
from school into employment. This 
article shows psychotechnical and bio-
graphically accentuated models of the 

transitional system in Germany. Here, 
opportunities to “get a foothold” and 
“fit” into the vocational education 
system will be critically discussed in light 
of the tension between what the train-
ing system requires, and the individual 
developmental needs of young men and 
women. What are the process structures 
in transitions, and what are the different 
subjective needs and strategies to meet 
them?

I’m sure you’ll agree that these 
articles are more than enough to get you 
started in the discussion on diversity and 
modernization in vocational education 
in Germany, as well as on European and 
international developments. berufsbil-
dung also discusses additional perspec-
tives we’ll be presenting in upcoming 
editions.

The authors and publishers hope you 
enjoy their articles, and are always open 
to your feedback and comments. Let us 
know how berufsbildung can be effec-
tive not only now, but for the future as 
well. We look forward to hearing from 
you!

All the best,

Marianne Friese
Oversight and publishing

Prof. Dr. Marianne Friese
Justus-Liebig-University Gießen, Germany
Vocational education/Didactics of business 
and employment studies
marianne.friese@erziehung.uni-giessen.de
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Personal assumptions about and atti-
tudes towards knowledge and learn-

ing are referred to as epistemological 
beliefs. These are relatively stable, cog-
nitive structures that nevertheless can 
be altered by personal experience, up-
bringing, education, and cultural influ-
ences. Recent years have seen teaching-
learning research take an intensive look 
at this topic. A number of studies have 
been able to achieve findings regarding 
what beliefs teachers and learners have 
when it comes to knowledge and learn-
ing. Here, it’s seen that people have dif-
ferent individual attitudes towards the 
origin of knowledge (Rebmann & Schlömer 

2010): Some believe that knowledge 
originates from all-knowing authorities, 
while others believe that each person can 
achieve knowledge via analytical and re-
flective thinking that applies evidence 
and rationale. Beliefs about knowledge 
and learning are directly related to the 
management of learning processes. For 
teachers and trainers, knowledge about 
learner’s epistemological beliefs can play 
a key role in understanding their learning 
behavior, and designing lessons accord-
ingly. But it’s not just the epistemologi-
cal beliefs of learners that can have an 
impact on teaching-learning processes; 
the beliefs of teachers are also critical. A 
teacher who sees knowledge as an iso-
lated, individual building block will prob-
ably teach in a purely “just the facts” 
manner, instead of presenting a lesson 
of complex, interconnected knowledge.

The key attributes of epistemological 
beliefs emerge when looking at the sub-
jective theory construct. These are rela-
tively stable, generally unconscious men-
tal representations that change through 
experience. They possess a structure that 
is analogous to scientific theories. Their 
purpose is to constitute reality, explana-
tions, and prognoses, as well as what the 
right action to take is. They also contain 

Subjective Theories of 
Knowledge and Learning

Abstract:
The following will examine the con-
struct of subjective theories of knowl-
edge and learning (epistemological 
beliefs). Epistemological beliefs are 
essential for teaching-learning pro-
cesses: Teachers’ individual beliefs 
regarding knowledge and its acquisi-
tion influence the way they plan and 
present their lessons. The individual 
beliefs of learners are also critical in 
how they (among other things) pro-
vide insight into their learning behav-
ior.

From: “Subjective Theorien” (berufsbil-
dung, 2013, 144)

Karin Rebmann, Tobias Schömer,
Florian Berding and  

Manuela Paechter

a function that helps guide and manage 
action. It’s this function in particular that 
is important for the context of teaching 
and learning: Subjective behavioral theo-
ries after all determine the behavior of 
teachers towards their learners. The fol-
lowing will take a closer look at the con-
ceptual construct before the importance 
of epistemological beliefs for teaching-
learning processes is looked at in greater 
detail.

The construct’s dimensionality

Most epistemological theories and mod-
els assume that a person’s epistemolog-
ical beliefs can change over the course 
of time, becoming increasingly differen-
tiated and more complex. These theo-
retical concepts however differ in how 
multifaceted they understand the con-
struct to be. Research currently assumes 
a multi-dimensional structure of episte-
mological beliefs, which is confirmed by 
numerous empirical studies. This think-
ing originates from Schommer’s (1990) 
multi-dimensional approach with its five 
dimensions: the structure, stability (secu-
rity), and source of knowledge; as well 
as the speed of the learning process and 
the ability to learn. These are considered 
to be highly independent of one anoth-
er, and allow for asynchronous develop-
ments as a result; retrogressions are even 
a possibility. People develop individu-
al beliefs about each dimension, which 
can lie anywhere between “absolute” to 
“differentiated” (Schommer 1990):

• The structure of knowledge ranges 
from the absolute belief that knowl-
edge has a simple structure and is 
comprised of isolated individual build-
ing blocks, all the way to a differenti-
ated belief that knowledge is complex 
and interrelated.
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• The stability (security) of knowl-
edge has a continuum from “knowl-
edge is absolute and stable over time” 
to “knowledge is subject to a con-
stant process of development.”

• The source of knowledge ranges 
from the absolute view that there 
is an omniscient authority who im-
parts knowledge, to a differentiated 
position that knowledge is obtained 
through subjective and objective ex-
periences.

• The speed of the learning process 
ranges from the absolute view that 
“learning is a process that occurs ei-
ther ad hoc or not at all” to the differ-
entiated view that “learning is a grad-
ual process.”

• The ability to learn (control) is un-
derstood as a continuum between 
“the ability to learn is fixed at birth” 
to “the ability to learn is acquired 
through experience.”

These model dimensions nevertheless 
are not able to be empirically tested in 
a reliable fashion. Studies typically inves-
tigate two to five factors that are how-
ever not always identical with those as-
sumed by Schommer (1990). So although 
the multi-dimensionality of epistemolog-
ical beliefs can be empirically proven, it 
still remains unclear how many dimen-
sions comprise the construct of episte-
mological beliefs, and which ones they 
are. And the dimensions relating to the 
beliefs about learning/knowledge ac-
quisition are repeatedly criticized as not 
belonging to the construct. In the con-
text of learning and teaching, it seems 
particularly appropriate to consider both 
realms of knowledge and learning when 
it comes to epistemological beliefs. After 
all “what we see students doing in class 
(…) almost always involves aspects of 
both. Because we are ultimately interest-
ed in how students approach knowledge 
and learning in situations such as these, it 
serves us to treat knowledge and learn-
ing together as part of epistemic cogni-
tion” (Elby & Hammer 2010, p. 421).

What is the construct domain?

Along with the question of which and 
how many dimensions belong to the con-
struct, it is still debated to what degree 

epistemological beliefs are domain-spe-
cific, and to what extent both domain-
specific beliefs and domain-independent 
ideas are formed. Of note is that there 
is no unified term for the domain in cur-
rent research. Often, domain is under-
stood simply as an academic discipline. 
Although this approach is more than de-
batable, there have so far been no real 
indications of the use of other, alterna-
tive theoretical approaches.

Research currently assumes the co-
existence of general and domain-specif-
ic epistemological beliefs. Here it’s as-
sumed that the development of episte-
mological beliefs is the result of the indi-
vidual construction interacting with the 
social environment (Muis, Bendixen & Haerle 

2006). This thinking does in fact differen-
tiate for instance between the socio-cul-
tural context in which the general aca-
demic context is embedded, and which 
on the other hand contains different 
teaching contexts. Here, all contexts mu-
tually impact one another. Correspond-
ingly, authors differentiate between gen-
eral; general-academic; and domain-spe-
cific beliefs, each of which are bound to 
their individual contexts but nevertheless 
mutually influence one another. What re-
mains unclear is the synergy and/or inter-
action of these different personal views. 
As education increases, the importance 
of general beliefs appears to decline, 
while category-specific beliefs increase 
in relevance. Beliefs are increasingly dif-
ferentiated by education and life expe-
riences, although retrogression does in 
fact remain possible.

What this means for 
teaching-learning processes

Epistemological beliefs are essential for 
trainers and teachers for at least two ma-
jor reasons:
(1) The individual views of teachers when 

it comes to knowledge and its acqui-
sition appear to influence the way 
they plan and conduct their teaching 
(Feucht 2010). Empirical evidence exists 
showing the connection not only be-
tween beliefs regarding knowledge 
and its acquisition, but teaching con-
cepts as well.

(2) Along with teachers’ own beliefs, 
their knowledge about the episte-

mological beliefs of their learners 
is also of significance, most notably 
in how they allow insight into their 
learning behavior. This has allowed 
connections to be proven between 
epistemological beliefs of learners 
and what motivates them to learn 
and perform; their self conception(s); 
their learning strategies; the way they 
prefer to learn; their average grades; 
their ability to solve problems; their 
stamina when it comes to learning; 
and active learning.

It therefore appears necessary for 
teachers to keep in mind the beliefs of 
their learners. After all, these influence 
how learners encounter teaching itself: 
“Teachers who become aware of their 
own personal epistemology and learn to 
assess the epistemic notions underlying 
their students’ beliefs systems can make 
informed choices with regard to their in-
structional approaches and use of educa-
tional materials to guide students toward 
a more advanced and school/discipline 
specific epistemological understand-
ing” (Feucht 2010, p. 82). Feucht (2010) cor-
respondingly postulates four elements 
of an epistemological climate and their 
mutual dependency: (a) epistemological 
beliefs of teachers, (b) epistemological 
beliefs of learners, (c) epistemic content 
of teaching methods and instructions, 
and (d) epistemic content of knowledge 
representations (see Figure 1).

Lamping and Berding’s (2014) study in-
vestigated on the one hand the epistemic 
content of five textbooks for sales train-
ees, with a particular focus on the book 
exercises as well as the subjective selec-
tion theories of teachers when giving 
assignments from the book. A content-
analysis evaluation showed e.g. that on 
average, the exercises in all of the books 
make it possible to observe their knowl-
edge elements in an isolated fashion or, 
in some cases, from a more correlated 
perspective. The exercises assumed that 
knowledge is secure and unchangeable. 
The exercises also did not allow for own 
constructions, and instead provided only 
(their own) clear instructions. Exercises 
that on the other hand indicate differen-
tiated beliefs about knowledge and its 
acquisition could only seldom be found 
in the five books that were analyzed; this 
kind of exercise comprised only three to 
twelve percent of the books’ exercises.
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When it comes to epistemological be-
liefs of teachers, Feucht’s (2010) model 
(see above) does not differentiate between 
an own perspective and the perspective 
of others. Here, it’s not just the teach-
ers’ own beliefs (own perspective), but 
the views they assume their students 
have as well (perspective of others) that 
are important for the creation of teach-

ing-learning processes. This is why both 
general didactics as well as teaching 
methodology suggest lesson plans that 
are designed according to anthropo-
genic conditions, i.e. based on the needs 
and requests of the learners. With this in 
mind, the question is whether teachers 
discern between their own epistemolog-
ical beliefs and those that they assume 

their students have. In other words: Are 
teachers capable of a change in perspec-
tive? Answering this question with yes 
brings with it the next question of which 
of these beliefs will serve as the foun-
dation of their planning and creation of 
teaching-learning processes. When plan-
ning learning situations for instance, do 
teachers keep the epistemological beliefs 
of their learners in mind?

In a study by Rebmann, Paechter and 
Mokwinski (2012), 182 students studying 
to become teachers were surveyed about 
their own epistemological beliefs. After 
they completed an internship at a school, 
they were surveyed again regarding the 
epistemological beliefs they thought 
their students had. Here, four dimen-
sions of epistemological beliefs could be 
replicated: the structure of knowledge, 
the source of knowledge, the ability to 
learn (control), as well as the combined 
factor of “the speed of knowledge ac-
quisition/stability of knowledge.” It is 
first of all seen that students studying to 
become teachers can in fact differentiate 
between their own beliefs and those of 
others. Second, when it comes to beliefs, 
the students overall judge the beliefs of 
their learners in a relatively consistent 
fashion. Third, there were basically two 
groups of students studying to become 
teachers: one group with differentiated 
own views, and another with less differ-
entiated and/or absolute views. Those 
teachers having differentiated subjective 
theories on knowledge and its acquisi-
tion consistently differentiate between 
their own beliefs and those of their 
learners, even though they estimate their 
learners as having a more absolutist per-
spective when compared to their own. 
The other group assumes that, with two 
of the dimensions, the learners have the 
same kinds of absolute beliefs as they do; 
only with the speed of knowledge ac-
quisition/stability of knowledge and the 
source of knowledge did they think that 
their learners’ beliefs were more differ-
entiated than their own (see Figure 2).

Outlook

Questions for further research emerge 
from the results on perspective changes. 
It remains to be clarified whether those 
who are no longer in their formative 

  Figure 1: Model of the influence of personal epistemologies in teaching-learn-
ing processes (Feucht 2010, p. 59)
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Figure 2: The own epistemological beliefs of students studying to become teachers, and the 
beliefs they assume their learners have (Rebmann, Paechter & Mokwinski 2012, p. 333 ff.)
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years of training, and are less likely to 
undergo a role change (i.e. those doing 
their student teaching, and those tea-
chers who already have professional ex-
perience) can also differentiate between 
their own epistemological beliefs and 
those of others. This results in additional 
questions including:

Which epistemological beliefs, i.e. the 
teachers’ beliefs or those of the learners, 
have the stronger impact when it comes 
to planning and creating lessons?

This question is illuminating, particu-
larly when it comes to the teachers’ work 
itself. As discussed above, is this change 
in perspective a part of lesson planning? 
Teaching methodology basically expects 
that lesson planning involve anthropo-
genic aspects, i.e. that it also takes the 
requirements of the learners into ac-
count. This by rule includes the decision 
to include the epistemological beliefs of 
learners when planning lessons, which in 
turn requires diagnostic competence on 
the part of teachers.

How do the own epistemological 
beliefs and those of others impact the 
teaching-learning action in the teaching-
learning situation? This includes e.g. an 
acknowledgement of the culturally-re-
lated characteristics of epistemological 
beliefs when attempting to effectively 
create learning arrangements and tasks 
that properly fit the target group. This 
is also an issue as it relates to matching 
epistemologies to the preferred teaching 
and learning methods. Having a focus on 
the right kind of teaching action(s) will 
require solid, continually improving field 
research (e.g. via observations) in the 
arenas of subjective theories on knowl-
edge and learning.

Finally, it should be kept in mind that 
research findings should be applied to 
help achieve an increasingly effective 
teacher professionalization. Research re-

sults could e.g. generate modules dis-
cussing the importance of and findings 
on individual beliefs about knowledge 
and its acquisition; how they can be used 
to create more effective teaching-learn-
ing processes; and how they might be 
able to diagnose the issue of own beliefs 
and the beliefs of others.
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Business Teachers’ Beliefs about 
Teaching and Learning

Teachers matter! Since publication of 
the Hattie study (2009) (at the very 

latest), this has been one of the central 
messages of empirical educational re-
search. Teachers are becoming more of 
the focus in research as well, which in re-
cent years has seen clear increases in its 
focus on the action and ability of teach-
ers. Two notable examples of this include 
the COACTIV study (Baumert et al. 2010; 

Kleickmann et al. 2013) and the IEA Teach-
er Education and Development Study 
in Mathematics (TEDS-M) (Tatto 2013; al-

so Blömeke & Delaney 2012). Here, teacher 
training research takes a close look at as-
certaining teacher competence. There’s 
a general agreement that, along with 
professional knowledge (technical skills, 
subject-didactic knowledge, educational 
ability), personal views, self-regulating 
abilities, and motivational orientations 
are also central elements of this construct 
(see Figure 1).

There are very few research efforts 
being made in this area when it comes 
to vocational teaching. The following 
will address this deficit as it looks at the 
competence element of “beliefs and val-
ues.” There are a wide variety of research 

Abstract: 
Even though teachers play a key role 
in determining the quality of lessons, 
there are only a few studies investi-
gating how teachers operate at vo-
cational schools. The following will 
address this deficit, describing differ-
ent beliefs that teachers have about 
teaching.

From: “Subjective Theories” (berufsbildung, 
2013, 144)
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tracks that – depending on the degree of 
specification of the construct in question 
– examine pedagogical beliefs; teaching-
learning perspectives; subjective theo-
ries; and implicit personality theories. 
What these all have in common is how 
they look at the psychological structures 
of teachers and their influence on per-
ception and action in teaching-learning 
situations (see also Calderhead 1996). Borrow-
ing from the international literature, the 
following will use the general term “be-
liefs” to describe the orientation and/or 
bundles of perspectives that pre-struc-
ture perception, allowing quick access 
to strategies in action situations. This 
research is based upon the cause-effect 
chain seen in Figure 2: Teachers’ views 
help determine the quality of their teach-
ing action, and high-quality lessons (that 
are e.g. well-structured and cognitively 
activating) promote the learning process 
and, ultimately, learning success. Be-

cause the cause-effect chain shown here 
encompasses a large span of time (espe-
cially when, instead of exam success [out-
put], the life success of the learner [out-
come] is the preferred target variable) it 
is difficult to test empirically. Another 

Figure 1: Teacher competence model (Kunter et al. 2011)

Jürgen Seifried
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reason for this is that learner success is 
determined by many factors (including 
learners’ dispositions, socially-specific in-
fluences, etc.).

Empirical Investigation

Method

The focus of the study presented here 
(Seifried 2009, 2012) was the investigation 
of the views of accounting teachers.1 A 
written survey of 225 teachers at business 
schools (average teaching experience: 15 
years; average age: 46 years) followed by 
an interview study with 21 teachers ob-
tained extensive information on the fol-
lowing constructs: (1) educational basic 
orientation, (2) domain-specific views, 
(3) self efficacy expectations, and (4) at-
titudes about reform (Seifried 2009 and 2012 

for a detailed look at the investigation).

Written survey findings

A cluster analysis was performed to iden-
tify the homogenous groups of teach-
ers, initially on the basis of general edu-
cational views of teaching and learning 
(instructional and constructivist orienta-
tion). The majority of teachers here re-
ported instructional perspectives (around 
46% of the random sample). About a 
quarter of those surveyed could be char-
acterized as constructivist. A very inter-
esting third group (about 30% of those 
surveyed) was made up of those who 
had both constructivist and instruction-
al perspectives, meaning (at least from a 
theoretical perspective) that they actually 
unite incompatible orientations. Compa-
rable findings are also seen with studies 
from the general education realm, indi-
cating the insufficiency of a simplified, ei-
ther-or juxtaposition of instructional and 
constructivist orientations. 

The characterization of the groups 
was the next step of the analysis, which 

 

Teachers’ Beliefs Teaching Action Learning Success  

(Output/Outcome)

Figure 2: Views, action, and effects (Seifried 2009)

used domain-specific views, i.e. beliefs 
that are concretely related to the teach-
ing subject. Here the issue was e.g. 
whether teaching accounting content is 
seen as a schematic, strongly formulated 
procedure (pattern aspect and formal-
ism aspect), or whether the opinion was 
that it tended more towards a dynam-
ic involvement with ideas and thought 
processes (process aspect). As expected, 
constructivist oriented teachers have a 
greater focus on the process aspect than 
teachers in the reference group. In line 
with this, this kind of teacher reported a 
lower level of the formalism aspect and, 
most notably, a lower level of the pat-
tern aspect than the other two clusters 
(accounting as a “toolbox”). The cluster-
specific view regarding the reform per-
spective (surveyed were the opinions 
about the necessity of school system re-
forms) as well as beliefs on self efficacy 
(trust in the own opportunities to act) 
brought additional differences to light. 
Here, the advantages were on the side of 
the constructivist oriented participants.

The analysis of the survey form data 
delivered initial, relatively simplistic indi-
cations about the existing basic orienta-
tions towards teaching and learning. In 
light of the limitations of the extent and 
flexibility found with standardized sur-
vey forms, the following will incorporate 
statements from the interviews in an ef-
fort to obtain more findings on the basic 
orientations of the kinds of teachers in-
vestigated.

Interview study findings

There is a direct correlation between the 
role models provided by teachers and 
the basic orientation described above. 
According to this, there is typically a dif-
ference made between the provider of 
information and procedures on the one 
hand and that of the learning consult-
ant. Here, the teacher having more of an 
instructionally oriented view should be 

seen as a conveyer of knowledge, while 
the teacher with a constructivist oriented 
view can be seen as a learning consult-
ant or coach.2 The following statements 
by two teachers from the instructionally 
oriented group can be considered rep-
resentative of the role of a conveyer of 
knowledge:

“I think it makes sense to learn the 
rules in accounting and then apply them. 
That’s easier than letting them [the learn-
ers] find out how this can best be done.”

“I then try to communicate this new, 
decisive leap in steps that are as simple 
as possible. Like I always say, the ‘salami’ 
approach: one slice at a time.”

The interviews showed a dominance 
of the role of conveyer of knowledge, 
which was particularly seen with instruc-
tionally oriented teachers. These inter-
view participants talked about how they 
work with “snippets,” structure factu-
al knowledge, and – when necessary – 
break it down into its small(est) compo-
nents. This view is clearly less dominant 
in the constructivist oriented cluster, 
with teachers here seeing themselves 
as “coaches,” “learning assistants,” or 
“moderators” as they describe how 
they prefer to support the learners’ self-
chosen activity. In general, constructivist 
oriented teachers reported a clearly more 
balanced role model function than the 
teachers from the other two groups.

Summary and discussion of the 
findings

From a cluster analysis perspective, three 
kinds of teachers could be identified at 
vocational schools that represent differ-
ent views of teaching and learning. The 
majority of the teachers operate accord-
ing to the principle of instruction. Those 
surveyed attribute a high level of impor-
tance to lesson management, and de-
sire extensive guidance for their learn-
ers. This kind of teacher is countered by 
those who promote more of a construc-
tivist view, and are of the opinion that 
students learn best when they discover 
the solution(s) to problems on their own, 
discuss their own ideas for solving prob-
lems, or develop other own activities. 
These two kinds of teachers are rounded 
off by a so-called “mixed” teacher who 
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displays a clear coexistence of these two 
paradigms.

These differences were investigated 
regarding their different constructs in an 
effort to further characterize the kinds 
of teachers identified. Here, a number 
of advantages for constructivist oriented 
teachers were determined in terms of self 
efficacy and their attitudes towards re-
form. Of particular interest in this context 
are the teachers’ views of specific learn-
ing content. As expected, constructiv-
ist teachers have more of a process ori-
ented, instructional oriented view that is 
geared towards a schematic and formal-
ism aspect.

The cluster formation based on sur-
vey form data has the shortcoming of 
how variance is lost, doing only a limited 
amount of justice to the single instance. 
The interviews aimed to compensate for 
this deficit by allowing selected teachers 
to speak at length regarding their views. 
With the role of the teacher, the analy-
sis showed that instructionally oriented 
teachers and the “mixed” teachers tend-
ed to emphasize the role of a conveyer 
of knowledge, while the constructivist 
teachers placed greater emphasis on the 
role of learning consulting.

In can be said in summary that the 
own findings support the results from re-
lated international studies in the broad-
est sense. When it comes to the (empiri-
cally proven) importance of views regard-
ing teacher action, the question arises of 

when and how these are obtained. The 
fact is that the time frame of views, the 
manner of when and how views emerge, 
and their solidification still remain unex-
plained. Some studies cite memories 
from the own school years and teacher 
training as sources. Future research ef-
forts will have to determine more pre-
cisely what the views are of business ed-
ucation teachers when they begin their 
studies and teacher training, and what 
impact their own school experiences 
have/had on the generation and devel-
opment of these views. 

Prof. Dr. Jürgen Seifried
University of Mannheim, Germany
Business School, Chair of Economics and 
Business Education
seifried@bwl.uni-mannheim.de

Notes:
1  A domain-specific approach is recom-

mended when analyzing the views of 
teachers. This is because of the general 
assumption that teachers are trained 
independent of teaching content 
(Seifried 2009, 2012). We selected this 
domain in light of how important 
accounting is for the development of 
vocational students’ economic compe-
tence.

2  Additional roles were mentioned in 
the interviews (tutor, nurturer, learning 
model) that will not be examined here 
in greater detail.
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VET Equality

At its core, the issue of VET equality is 
the comparability and value of quali-

fications, learning results, and different 
forms of learning. Of greatest impor-
tance here is the relation between voca-
tional vs. general/academic education, as 
well as the relation between learning re-
sults that are obtained inside and outside 
of formal educational programs.

The relation between vocational 
and general education

This topic has been traditionally defined 
most of all by the comparison between 
general and vocational education and 
training, especially in terms of qualifying 
for university study and being awarded a 
spot at a university. Over the history of 
general and vocational educational sys-
tems, a gap emerged between general 
courses of academic study, vocational 
training done entirely at a school, and 
dual vocational qualification programs 
done in cooperation with a company. 
These programs provided different kinds 
of qualifications and very distinct eligi-
bilities: Some graduates were allowed to 
advance to university study, while others 
were not. For example, those doing pro-
fessional (advanced) training courses that 
combined on-the-job learning together 
with classroom teaching were not quali-
fied for university study upon completion 
of their programs.

For most of those providing profes-
sional education, and for those in the 
field of economic education, it has been 
clear for decades that the qualification 
for university study is not something that 
should be exclusively reserved for institu-
tions of general academic study and their 
educational content. For those from the 
field of VET, differing values placed upon 
general and vocational education, espe-
cially in Germany with how those doing 
general education receive the coveted 
Abitur degree, are a clear case of unfair-
ness and inequality. After all, the chance 
to advance to university study in Ger-
many has conventionally been limited to 
certain institutions and learning content, 
without any solid theoretical and empiri-
cal findings showing alleged advantag-

es of general academic education when 
compared to VET. In fact, in vocational 
teaching-learning processes, including 
learning that takes place within a compa-
ny setting, person-related competencies 
are taught and acquired that contribute 
to general personal education and study 
skills. These are seen as primary, formal 
categories that are naturally intertwined 
with topical subject content, and by no 
means preclude the vocational subject 
content and teaching-learning processes 
required for them.

This theoretical VET position has 
made extensive inroads in establishing 
itself in educational policy. School-based 
VET and the educational programs regu-
lated by the German Vocational Training 
Act are now also pathways towards gen-
eral university education degrees and/
or the opportunity to study at a univer-
sity. And university and school laws have 
been changed accordingly in German 
states. This has been the case particular-
ly at universities, which have worked in 
recent years to open their doors to those 
holding vocational qualifications. These 
developments have led to what is now 
known as the “third educational path-
way” (Freitag 2012).

But as VET continues to be a program 
of both in-school and in-company train-
ing, this third educational pathway has so 
far had a relatively low level of impact. 
There are few students currently at Ger-
man universities who have not completed 
an Abitur and instead directly entered via 
VET. However, at the very least, this path-
way to the university is now firmly estab-
lished, and is in fact a key for students 
accessing universities of applied sciences.

At the same time, the discussions re-
garding the development and implemen-
tation of the German Qualifikationsrah-
men (qualifications framework) have 
shown that deep-rooted differences are 
found in how society views and evalu-
ates general and vocational educational 
effectiveness. General academic educa-
tion advocates do not consider VET de-
grees as equal to theirs, in spite of the 
fact that although the work to obtain 
vocational qualifications is in a different 
form and has different content, it is in 
fact on the same educational level as that 

Abstract:
What are the qualifications and lear-
ning results found within the diffe-
rent realms of the education system? 
Are they in fact equal with one ano-
ther? These questions (among others) 
are what the topic of VET quality clo-
sely examines. The significance of this 
issue and what it involves will be dis-
cussed in the following, and presen-
ted in the context of (sometimes very 
controversial) educational policy de-
velopments. What some might consi-
der an outdated topic is in fact some-
thing that has never been as relevant 
as it is today.

From: “VET Equality” (berufsbildung, 2013, 
142)

Sandra Bohlinger and
Dietmar Frommberger
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of general education (e.g. the German 
Sekundarstufe II). This has been made 
more than clear in the negotiations re-
garding the German Qualifikationsrah-
men.

So progress in educational policy con-
tinues to encounter considerable, most-
ly latent reservations from society. VET 
now faces the challenge of maintaining 
its original function of awarding profes-
sional qualifications, while at the same 
time offering those obtaining its degrees 
a course of study that provides them 
with the required knowledge and abili-
ties they need to take on the university 
study that they are now qualified for.

Equality between vocational and 
university education?

Educational policy is currently moving 
forward in leaps and bounds. These days, 
the issue is no longer about the equal-
ity between vocational and general edu-
cation (as described above), but instead 
the relationship between vocational and 
university education. Thanks to changes 
in the German qualifications framework, 
vocational advanced training degrees are 
now on an equal footing with university 
bachelor degrees. This is a very rapid de-
velopment indeed, the speed of which 
even the most optimistic proponents of 
VET would not have considered possible. 
Professionally obtained competencies 
and certifications are now being credit-
ed towards university courses of study as 
part of a number of different pilot pro-
jects (see www.hrk-nexus.de; www.ankom.his.

de; www.wettbewerb-offene-hochschulen-bmbf.

de), some of which have even been struc-
turally incorporated into selected univer-
sities). Directly entering into masters stud-
ies is now also possible for those coming 
from a vocational advanced training cer-
tification background; this development 
has been explicitly supported by the Kul-
tusministerkonferenz (Standing Confer-
ence of the Ministers of Education and 
Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany). These devel-
opments are causing some people to talk 
(quietly, but talking nevertheless) about a 
minor educational revolution.

With all of this being the case, uni-
versities are increasingly developing aca-
demic advanced training courses that are 
significantly changing the relationship to 

VET. Even conventional courses of univer-
sity study are seeing a growing connec-
tion to vocational training, most notably 
to vocational dual programs of school 
and on-the-job company learning.

Equality within VET itself?

Germany’s VET system is complex. It of-
fers a number of different school cer-
tification programs as well as school/
company-based dual learning for train-
ing preparation, professional training 
and retraining, and advanced training. 
There is now a discussion about flexible 
VET structures that would allow for bet-
ter student transitions and changes be-
tween the system’s different forms, ar-
guing that mechanisms should be further 
developed to allow a more effective rec-
ognition and credit system for/between 
the different VET forms (see www.decvet.

com). For example, it is currently being 
discussed to what degree the compe-
tencies and certifications obtained as 
part of professional preparatory train-
ing can be credited towards a trainee’s 
first (dual) professional training, helping 
him/her complete it in a shorter period 
of time. VET equality is clearly an issue 
in this case. The relationship of full-time 
school training to combined training that 
has students attending school for part of 
the time and spending the rest of their 
time at a company is another issue being 
intensely discussed and examined. How 
can e.g. the work done within two dif-
ferent programs of these combined train-
ings be credited towards a final certifi-
cation? These constellations make clear 
that equality in vocational and general 
education is very closely connected to 
the topic of possible transitions between 
their different forms and realms, as well 
as how existing qualifications and train-
ing completed within these can be rec-
ognized and credited towards future (or 
even other) certifications and degrees.

Non-formal and informal learning

Whoever wants to understand the value 
of learning outside the realm of formal 
educational programs (non-formal and 
informal learning) as it relates to the value 
of formal learning needs to understand 
that value per se does not exist. Values 

(and therefore equality) are an attribu-
tion and a relationship that are created 
between an object and standard by an 
evaluating person. Worth and value are 
therefore constructs that are greatly im-
pacted by culture, tradition, and social 
background. They are both shapeable 
and alterable.

Put more specifically, for hundreds of 
years, convention has considered formal 
learning done within accredited educa-
tional institutions with the goal of achiev-
ing a qualification or degree as superior 
to other forms of learning that occur 
e.g. coincidentally, unplanned, outside 
of formal courses of education, or even 
unconsciously.

The alleged superiority of formal learn-
ing and the common differentiation be-
tween formal, non-formal, and informal 
learning are first and foremost political, 
and guided by the desire for learning pro-
cesses to be differentiated based on sur-
roundings, the respective situation, inten-
tions, and target groups. This thinking is 
however not scientifically founded. In the 
context of learning a foreign language, 
Scribner und Cole in 1973 showed that 
learning outside of formal education set-
tings achieved better results than formal 
learning. The studies by Engeström (2001), 
Eraut (2000), Billett (2002) and Beckett and 
Hager (2002) provided further evidence 
against the “superiority” of formal learn-
ing. One of the most well-known studies 
on this topic was done by David Living-
stone in Canada. 1,562 datasets in 1998, 
and another 9,063 in 2004 provided a 
unique insight into the extent and con-
tent of informal adult learning (Livingstone 

1999, 2006). They show that formal learn-
ing is just “the tip of the iceberg” and “as 
opposed to the dominant thinking in our 
performance-based society […] people 
with less schooling are in many ways, and 
in terms of important knowledge dimen-
sions, at least as competent as those with 
a college education” (Livingstone 1999, p. 80).

Nearly 15 years later, there is a new 
debate on informal learning, which is 
now being re-discovered as a resource 
that could help counter the current trend 
towards a shortage of skilled labor in the 
workforce. For the first time, it now does 
not appear to matter whether learning is 
done non-formally (uncertified learning 
in educational institutions) or informally 
(casual everyday learning, as a hobby, in 
the family, or at work). What is important 
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is making learning visible in a way that 
allows it to be formally evaluated, recog-
nized, and credited (validation), offering 
(improved) access to job market opportu-
nities as a result.

The core of the current discussion is 
comprised of the development, imple-
mentation, and application of (legal) 
foundations, structures, and instruments 
for recognizing so-called prior learning. 
This is the term that has now been used 
for quite some time in the international 
context, replacing “non-formal” and “in-
formal,” and which simply refers to ob-
taining non-certified learning results. The 
equality of qualifications done in Ger-
many compared to those done in other 
countries is also discussed within this con-
text as part of the search for opportuni-
ties for their improved commensurability.

The issue of transnational VET 
commensurability

There are two debates about “transnati-
onal equality,” and their contents are in-
terconnected: (1) the equality of indivi-
dual degrees and certifications done in 
Germany and in another country, and 
(2) the classification of (vocational) de-
grees for international comparative sta-
tistics for which the ISCED (Internation-
al Standard Classification of Education) 
is used, i.e. the UNESCO’s international 
classification of educational degrees. So 
although when it comes to the equality 
of different learning forms (see above) it 
does not matter where learning was ac-
quired, or in which national and cultural 
context it took place, these dimensions 
do in fact play a role when it comes to 
transnational equality. Nowhere else is 
it clearer than in this instance that mor-
al concepts in the educational realm 
emerge first and foremost via tradition 
and culture. For example, a qualification 
that is seen in one country as being of 
superior top quality might be classified in 
another as being “on an intermediate lev-
el.” Globally, this inequality is frequently 
found in the comparison between qual-
ifications from emerging and industrial-
izing nations, and those from industri-
alized countries. Strong differences are 
also found within Europe: for example, 
the German dual VET system is not held 
in the highest esteem in many of its sur-
rounding countries.

Germany and the EU have a number of 
legal bases for the individual recognition 
of professional certifications completed in 
another country. In Germany specifically, 
these were expanded by the creation of 
the Berufsqualifikationsfeststellungsge-
setz (Determination of Professional Quali-
fications Act), and subordinated into the 
Gesetz zur Verbesserung der Feststellung 
und Anerkennung im Ausland erwor-
bener Berufsqualifikationen framework 
legislation (Law to Improve the Determi-
nation and Recognition of Professional 
Qualifications Obtained Abroad). These 
new regulations aim to make the process 
of recognizing qualifications done in an-
other country more transparent and fast-
er. A particular priority here are the 350 or 
so non-regulated professions (as defined 
by the German Vocational Training Act 
and German trade and crafts code), the 
41 German Meister professions, and the 
40 federally regulated professions such as 
doctor, lawyer, and nurse. 

Classification instruments such as the 
ISCED mentioned above or the European 
Qualifications Framework are not legally 
binding. But depending on the regional 
scope they have, they do in fact play a de-
cisive role in the public presentation of a 
country’s training graduation rates. As a 
result, they are an indirect, albeit impor-
tant, part of the statements made about 
the value of a nation’s educational system.

Closing comments

The equality of educational qualifications, 
educational pathways, and forms of lear-
ning when it comes to VET is a contro-
versial, complex field that is rich in tradi-
tion. Its connections to other parts of the 
(German) educational system, and to the 
statistical, historical, cultural, and societal 
issues associated with it, make very clear 
that there is a great need not just for dis-
cussion, but for action as well. And so-
lutions will not be of the “simple” vari-
ety. Particularly in light of the numerous 
constellations of those involved and their 
respective interests, the most urgent is-
sues (access and admission to university 
education, recognition and crediting of 
general and VET) will most likely not be 
solved any time in the near future. Ne-
vertheless, extensive knowledge can be 
drawn from the results of decades of dis-
cussion, initiatives, attempts at reform, 

and model approaches to take the next 
new steps towards equality. In Germany, 
what is and remains the central guiding 
principle is vocational and professional 
competencies as the keys to meeting the 
requirements and challenges of the job 
market, i.e. “the ability and willingness 
to cognitively comprehend complex busi-
ness and work processes, and responsib-
ly form them in a technically competent 
fashion. The competencies required to 
do this aren’t created via compartmen-
talized module fragments. They instead 
need holistically correlated, systematical-
ly instructed learning that joins together 
theory and practice” (Interview with Günter 

Kutscha, berufsbildung 2013, 142).
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Skilled Labor Changes

The vocational concept is the central 
interface of VET on the one hand, 

and the economic system on the other. 
Vocation is an economic and social or-
ganizational pattern offering trainees, 
skilled labor, and companies a reliable 
basis for identifying and regulating em-
ployment.

Modern vocation as a new form of 
socially organized work

The capacity and credibility of the Ger-
man vocational concept has been repeat-
edly questioned since its inception. Re-
cent years have seen the VET dialogue 
repeatedly predict a so-called “modern 
vocation.” What this specifically includes 
are the (mostly new) occupations that 
require formal training and that are very 
communication intensive and service 
oriented (e.g. production technologies, 
sports and fitness professionals). This on 
the other hand also includes those forms 
of employment in Germany that require 
an intermediate qualification, but that 
occur in weakly regulated fields and ex-
pect a high level of formation, initiative, 
and input from the individual performing 
the work (such as with energy consult-
ing). Authors such as Günther Kutscha, 
Kathrin Kraus, Rita Meyer, or Thomas 
Kurtz are optimistic when examin-
ing the transformational ability of the 
German vocational concept, although 
they also add that it’s only a changed, 
modern(ized) vocation that can prevail 
on the international market, and prop-
erly integrate the VET requirements of 
training and education. So even though a 
complete change in vocational principles 
will most likely not occur in the medium 
or long run, there is in fact a recognizable 
development towards a new basic form 
of societal organization of the workforce. 
This is the gist of the arguments by the 
industrial sociologists Voß and Pongratz, 

Abstract:
The following will examine the issue 
of changes in and to skilled labor. It 
will provide an overview of three VET 
issues, each of which have addressed 
the changes occurring in skilled labor 
in recent years: (1) the outlook for 
modern vocation as a new form of 
socially organized employment, (2) 
process orientation as a factor of cur-
ricular work, and (3) the phenomenon 
of increased dynamics and diversifi-
cation of professional profiles.

From: “Changes in and to skilled labor” (be-
rufsbildung, 2012, 135)

who predicted the spread of a new basic 
form of societal organization of employ-
ment at the end of the 1990s, referring 
to this as Arbeitskraftunternehmer, or 
“manpower entrepreneurs.”

A closer look at the current state of 
research on modern vocation shows 
that the empirical foundation is relatively 
weak, at least for those wanting to claim 
a change of the vocational concept on a 
wide level. To be sure, there have been 
investigations done in individual profes-
sions and company fields. But what’s 
lacking are comprehensive studies based 
on quantitative or qualitative representa-
tion. This is why we see the discussion on 
modern vocation as somewhat precari-
ous, even though the arguments being 
made as part of its discussion do in fact 
show a high accuracy of fit to macro- and 
industrial-sociological dialogues, and can 
in fact achieve a high level of credibility 
as a result. But are the predictions being 
made about modern vocation maybe in 
danger of being discredited as pure fic-
tion? Without an empirical foundation, 
will it not simply reveal itself to be a pop-
ular rhetorical device for scientists and 
policymakers looking to exaggerate their 
claims? These are key, and somewhat dif-
ficult, questions for us. On the one hand, 
there are always individual studies veri-
fying the prediction of modern vocation 
and that find similar results (e.g. Frenz, Un-

ger & Schlick 2011). On the other hand, em-
pirical studies continue to be rare, and 
probably will continue to be so. After all, 
the size of, extent of, and difference be-
tween the different kinds of vocational 
employment make its representative, 
generalized research nearly impossible; 
there will most likely not be empirical 
findings on this range of issues. But per-
haps it would make more VET sense in 
this field to explore the practicability of 
alternative methods to achieve insight 
and findings that are also compatible in 
an interdisciplinary context. Examples Tim Unger and Martin Frenz
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here include qualitative typologies, or 
forecasts based on studies of exemplary 
professional fields.

Process orientation as an aspect of 
modern vocation and as an orien-
tation factor of curricular work

Central curricular aspects of the modern 
vocation described above are process ori-
entation, self organization, autonomy, a 
minor degree of formalization, etc. These 
all contribute to the positive finding about 
the transformational ability of the Ger-
man vocational concept, and also aim to 
integrate the VET requirements of train-
ing and education. More than 15 years 
ago, the vocational education subcom-
mittee of the Standing Conference of the 
Ministers of Education and Cultural Af-
fairs of the Länder in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany presented their learning 
field concept handout for the formation 
of vocational school framework teaching 
plans. Since then, there has been an in-
creased focus on multidisciplinary and ac-
tion-oriented teaching in vocational and 
economic education research as well. On 
the level of didactic objectives, VET for all 
professions should now be orientated to-
wards processes of action and thinking, 
not individual partial steps or incomplete 
actions. A central characteristic of the 
learning field concept is that it should be 
developed based on the actual employ-
ment performed within the respective 
profession, and be oriented towards oc-
cupational job tasks within related work 
and business processes. Exams also now 
have questions about the job tasks them-
selves that come directly from work and 
business processes. All professions that 
have been newly organized in the past 
15 years need to display an action-orient-
ed structure, and be characterized by a 
very clear connection to typical situations 
found in the everyday workplace.

But for the commercial-technical field 
in particular, there’s still the question of 
to what degree the postulate of work 
process orientation and the original eco-
nomic business process orientation are 
suitable for refining the target value of 
VET and impacting curriculum construc-
tion (Busian 2011). Becker’s work address-
es the clear change of processes in the 

automotive profession, e.g. in how it is 
achieving electromobility via technical in-
novation. Becker notes a shortcoming in 
vocational German education policy that 
diametrically opposes a development of 
the characteristics of a modern vocation: 
As opposed to current efforts in Euro-
pean VET policy to increase transpar-
ency and mutual recognition of profes-
sional qualifications, the bar for employ-
ment entry in Germany has in some cases 
been raised even higher, thanks to the 
fact that a person’s overall training now 
requires certificates that are not part of 
or even integrated into their main course 
of professional qualification.

Kinne’s article investigates and ana-
lyzes the requirements for skilled em-
ployment in the field of technical envi-
ronmental protection. In an effort to 
show the consequences for profession-
al training and advanced training of re-
cycling management specialists, her in-
vestigations concentrate on the process 
orientation on the level of specific work 
tasks, typical business processes of the 
company, and their placement within so-
cietal systems. Using the example of the 
production technologist, Zinke and Koch 
comprehensively present the organiza-
tional employment changes occurring in 
industrial skilled labor: the integration of 
several partial functions into one single 
production system; just-in-time produc-
tion within complex process and/or sup-
ply chains; wide variety; flatter hierar-
chies, etc. Both authors call for an altered 
professional image of industrial skilled la-
bor that doesn’t have specific processes 
(e.g. maintenance and repair, installa-
tion, machining, etc.) or specific prod-
ucts (metal, steel, plastics, etc.) charac-
terizing these kinds of trades and crafts, 
but that instead shifts the emphasis to 
the core of the overall production pro-
cess under the heading of “process inno-
vation.” But even on the didactic micro 
level, there’s still the question about how 
a professional training that is geared to-
wards work and business processes can 
be best formed in and between voca-
tional schools and companies.

Professional backgrounds: Now 
more dynamic and diversified than 
ever

The signs of a shift towards a modern 
vocation are not only seen in operational, 
macro-social, and curricular organizatio-
nal employment realms. A phenomenon 
currently being observed is how inter-
mediate level professional backgrounds 
and qualifications are becoming increa-
singly dynamic and diversified, and are 
even displaying high levels of uncertain-
ty. This is seen for example with police 
officers who work on the side as night 
watchmen, or even have part-time jobs 
at McDonald’s.

Upon completion of their qualifica-
tions, and having spent a few years em-
ployed at a company, some architectural 
draftsmen and -women are now switch-
ing to the field of freelance energy con-
sulting, and earn their living (at least for 
a time) without the benefits of the safety 
net offered by the German social system. 
People who work like this are neither 
temporally parallel to nor even down-
stream from different forms of socially 
organized employment. Their profes-
sional profiles indicate a transition from 
a traditional professional employment to 
an expanded and/or more flexible way 
to make a living. For them, the profes-
sion for which they did their training is 
not the lone script dictating how their 
careers should/must develop, nor is it a 
framework ensuring professional ability 
within new employment contexts. These 
people after all have had to take their 
existing competencies and decontextual-
ize and acclimate them – all without the 
guarantee of being able to resort back to 
proven institutional knowledge.

As a result, they find themselves un-
der the weight of the different demands 
of a professional identity: On the one 
hand, it’s expected that they develop 
connections to a typical professional 
qualification profile or a specific com-
pany culture. On the other hand, it’s ex-
pected that these connections can be re-
laxed or varied at any time for the sake of 
a flexible access to the job market. Spe-
cific professional profile learning process-
es are necessary to actively form these 
employment gray areas between the re-
sponsibility of having a job, and remain-
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ing free to choose the career pathway 
at the same time. These have been dis-
cussed e.g. in Winfried Marotzki’s (2006) 
structural educational theory, or recently 
with the habitus transformation concept 
by Florian von Rosenberg (2011).
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Challenges and Perspectives for 
Vocational School Teacher Training

Teacher training is a constant issue in 
the educational policy debate. There 

is a continual struggle to improve the 
structures and content of teacher train-
ing, particularly in light of the findings 
from international comparative studies 
on the educational system’s performance 
ability as is relates to general education. 
All of this has improved lesson quality as 
its ultimate goal.

Some notable reports calling for 
change include the prestigious Experten-
kommissionen zur Lehrerbildung (Expert 
Commission on Teacher Training) e.g. in 
Baden-Württemberg (Germany) that ad-
dresses teacher training for general sec-
ondary education (BW 2013), as well as 
the Expertenkommission zur Sicherung 
der Lehrkräfteversorgung an den Beruf-
skollegs in Nordrhein-Westfalen (Expert 
Commission for Ensuring Future Teachers 
at Vocational Colleges in North Rhine-
Westphalia, Germany) (NRW 2013).

Challenges

A key focus is the relationship that con-
tinually needs to be altered between sci-
entific disciplines, subject didactics, and 
educational science in terms of their 
amounts of quantitative studies; their 
content orientation, depth, and speciali-
zation; and the institutional location of 
teacher training. In addition to topic-
systematic competency development, 
teacher training should also make pos-
sible casuistic learning, i.e. it should be 
case-related and subject to situational 
professional action.

From the start, vocational schools, 
particularly those teaching technical 
trades, were never fully ensured an am-
ple, continued supply of qualified instruc-
tors. The amount of people interested in 

Abstract:
There is currently an intense discus-
sion regarding the old and new chal-
lenges for training future VET teach-
ers, most notably against the back-
ground of what expert commissions 
are recommending. Along with the 
issue of ensuring quality standards, 
there are also questions of how to 
best reach new target groups via co-
operative models and approaches to 
either train to be a VET teacher right 
after leaving secondary school, or 
even change the profession to enter 
this field. These aspects will be dis-
cussed in the following as they relate 
to the changes occurring in employ-
ment at vocational schools, social in-
clusion, and demographic shifts. A 
third solution that is suggested is sin-
gle-subject teachers (current German 
policy requires all teacher trainees to 
study a double major and teach them 
once they become teachers).

From: “Teacher training” (berufsbildung, 2013, 
143)

studying to enter this field was choppy 
at best, and was always (and still is) in-
fluenced by the engineering job market. 
This is why special programs were contin-
ually initiated to meet this demand. There 
are still ongoing, scattered attempts to 
make this field attractive to new target 
groups and open new opportunities for 
its study.

Of particular interest here is the cur-
rent professionalization process and ef-
forts to academize instructor training for 
the fields of health care and nursing (Reib-

er, Winter & Mosbacher 2012). Orientated to-
wards the standards of teacher training, 
and enjoying a strong level of growth, 
new patterns for vocation, profession-
alization, and employment are emerg-
ing. This as a result is causing a state of 
flux with teacher training standards and 
models, how teacher training is accessed 
and entered into, and what is being of-
fered in terms of its study.

So there are a number of new chal-
lenges identified in the current debate 
that teachers have to confront, and 
which the next wave of new teachers 
will have to prepare for now during their 
studies. Many of these challenges have 
fundamentally impacted and changed 
the highly complex, multifaceted, and di-
verse ranges of tasks vocational instruc-
tors are faced with.

Career life at the vocational school

A glance at the homepage of a German 
vocational school makes this diversity 
and variety very clear. Typical patterns 
can be identified, even without going 
into national, regional, and professional 
differences. Vocational schools generally 
offer six to eight different school forms, 
including one school location where stu-
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dents spend their vocational preparation 
year all the way to their vocational basic 
education year; technical colleges that 
award intermediate educational qualifi-
cations; a dual education system (often 
done in several vocations); a vocational 
training done entirely within a school set-
ting (e.g. for a qualification as a technical 
assistant); and advanced vocational train-
ing at professional institutions (e.g. to be-
come a German Meister, technician, or 
social worker). There’s even college de-
gree-level tracks of study at a German 
Fachoberschule or vocational Gymnasi-
um. Often added to this are specialized 
trainings such as secondary German Re-
alschule education for adults.

These courses of training are varying-
ly differentiated in terms of their curric-
ula and educational standards. They also 
pursue different goals and are aimed at 
different clientele. For example, in the 
transitional system in Germany from sec-
ondary school into VET, cooperations are 
promoted between educational institu-
tions, companies, regional networks, 
and the schools who are sending young 
men and women to do vocational train-
ing. There are also requirements in place 
in terms of professional orientation, edu-
cational diagnostics, the development of 
support plans and initiatives, and prop-
erly managing diversity. The dual VET on 
the other hand promotes cooperation 
between schools and companies, the im-
plementation of learning fields, and the 
development of educational pathways. 
The much differentiated vocational col-
leges also have their own methods of 
promoting teaching plan development, 
cooperation, and lesson creation. Some 
of them now have cooperations with 
universities of applied sciences, and are 
instituting elements of bachelor qualifi-
cations into their programs as part of a 
double qualification.

Vocational schools also are faced with 
(new) tasks beyond just teaching and 
developing curricula and cooperations. 
These include quality assurance, quality 
management, and the evaluation and 
development of schools into independ-
ent institutions and regional centers of 
education.

Social inclusion is an issue whose dis-
cussion is still in its early stages. Its im-
pacts on the creation of the VET land-
scape and instructor professionalism 

(along with the impacts of other demo-
graphic developments) are something 
that unfortunately continue to remain 
underestimated.

Social inclusion

Social inclusion is guided by the principle 
of equality laid down in Article 3 of the 
German constitution. It aims for societal 
participation for all, regardless of their in-
dividual condition(s) (DUK 2009). In accord-
ance with this, socially inclusive educa-
tion allows all marginalized groups full 
access and participation.

“Socially inclusive education means 
that all people – regardless of gender, re-
ligion, ethnicity, special learning needs, 
or social or economic requirements – 
have the same access to high-quality ed-
ucation and the opportunity to develop 
their potential” (Sicking 2012, p. 4).

The debate on social inclusion was 
expedited by the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities that 
was enacted on May 3rd, 2008 and rati-
fied by Germany in February of 2009. 
The German federal government passed 
a national action plan in June of 2011 
which requires it to develop a strategy 
of goals and measures for its implemen-
tation.

Some people still remain less than sat-
isfied with the limitations placed on the 
social inclusion debate and the efforts 
made towards people with disabilities. In 
their eyes, all other marginalized groups 
(or groups who are threatened with/by 
marginalization) are not factored into 
these efforts, including those with immi-
gration backgrounds, those who don’t 
“fit in” at school, the poor, the socially 
disadvantaged, homosexuals and trans-
sexuals, the elderly, etc. And the goal of 
developing the educational system in a 
manner that includes as many people 
as possible from marginalized groups so 
that they too may be a part of “educa-
tion for all” is also insufficient. The real 
goal should be one that entirely refrains 
from labels and segmentation, and un-
conditionally allows everyone an optimal 
education based on their individual com-
petencies, potentials, and needs (Sicking 

2012). Only when this is the understood 
approach can socially inclusive educa-
tion be implemented as a human right, 

allowing the spotlight to fall unreservedly 
on each individual person and his or her 
own uniqueness and individual needs. 
Socially inclusive education means equal 
participation in education for everyone 
so that they may evolve and develop their 
own opportunities. It also means equal 
opportunity via diversity. The (vocational) 
education system is fit to meet the needs 
of learners, not the other way around.

Demographic shift

Because its challenges have become very 
clear and present, demographic shift is 
now also being intensively discussed in 
VET. Its traces are seen on all levels of the 
(vocational) education system. Although 
population forecasts are somewhat un-
certain, and can regionally vary in some 
cases to a significant degree, four clear 
trends are in fact evident in Germany:
• the overall population is shrinking,
• due to longer life expectancy, the 

population is living noticeably longer, 
especially the percentage and number 
of those 60 years and older,

• more people are moving into highly 
populated areas and,

• the amount of people with an immi-
gration background is growing; this is 
also the case with the older section of 
the population.
The amount of young people in par-

ticular with an immigration background 
will continue to grow. In 2010, 19% 
of the population had an immigration 
background. Among 24-year-olds, this 
amount is currently around 23%. Among 
one-year-olds, it is 35% (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsberichterstattung 2012, p. 17). These 
amounts will change not only due to 
immigration, but also because of policy 
changes that e.g. allow children with an 
immigration background to choose Ger-
man citizenship or that of their parents. 
At present, only 45% of those having an 
immigration background are foreigners. 
Of the 10- to 20-year-olds in this group, 
36.5% are of a foreign nationality; of 
those under 10 years of age, only 17% 
(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2012, 

p. 17).

These general trends can vary de-
pending on the German state. Here, both 
population shrinkage as well as the age 
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pyramid found in each region can be very 
different from one another.

This is having serious consequences 
for vocational schools. From a quanti-
tative perspective, the amount of stu-
dents doing a dual education will dimin-
ish in rural areas. If current structures 
continue, the minimum amount of stu-
dents needed for courses to take place 
will not be reached. This would result in 
the shutting down of entire educational 
programs and trainings, basically threat-
ening the continued existence of some 
schools, with the accompanying negative 
economic, social, and cultural effects in 
their respective regions. 

Social inclusion, combined with re-
gional networking and coordination, 
school autonomy, and a flexible offering 
of courses via polyvalent modules offer 
enormous solution potential. Here, the 
older generation, previously not consid-
ered as belonging to the target group of 
the (vocational) education system, could 
be provided with high-quality education 
that is close to home.

The complex, diverse field of activity 
only briefly described here and the com-
ing major educational demands of social-
ly inclusive education will open different 
pathways towards the professionaliza-
tion of teaching personnel. Differentiat-
ed models for VET have been established 
that are based on the German standard 
Gymnasium model with its two main ac-
ademic specializations (majors) of univer-
sity study. Their first task was to respond 
to the lack of students studying to teach 
in VET. However, the continued develop-
ment of these kinds of university-style 
models has been slow, particularly when 
it comes to opening them up to new tar-
get groups.

Cooperation models emerge from 
a lack of new instructors

Since the early 1990s, strong efforts 
had been underway in Germany to lo-
cate teacher training institutions as ben-
eficially as possible to universities of ap-
plied sciences. However, the continued 
shortage of new instructors at vocation-
al schools, particularly in the technical 
trades, led to new policies, first in North 
Rhine-Westphalia in 2001 (at the Mün-
ster University of Applied Sciences, and 

the University of Münster), and starting 
in 2003 in Baden-Württemberg with the 
implementation of the cooperation mod-
el between teaching colleges and univer-
sities of applied sciences. An additional 
organizational model has been estab-
lished alongside the traditional university 
model that anchors a cooperation with 
universities of applied sciences, ensuring 
access to civil service via specialized pro-
cesses of accreditation. 

With the introduction of the Bolo-
gna Process within Europe, the previ-
ous Diplom business teacher tracks of 
economic education courses of study 
were converted into a purely university-
style model. Considering the more than 
100-year tradition of university busi-
ness teacher training and its polyvalent 
degree, the new policy adopted by just 
about every German state to re-define 
this degree into a Master of Education 
has for the foreseeable future endan-
gered its recognition and pedigree in the 
eyes of companies.

With their impressive 500-plus new 
students every year, the teacher train-
ing models in the health care fields are 
much differentiated. Here, cooperative 
and university models are complement-
ed by programs at universities of applied 
sciences that train teachers for a career 
in health care instruction. This is truly a 
special (and specialized) form of teacher 
training.

It’s currently impossible to determine 
via state or federal statistics whether 
something is being done to effectively 
counter the lack of teacher trainees in 
certain professional fields. One useful in-
dication however are the numbers from 
an evaluation and re-accreditation of a 
university of applied sciences/teacher 
college model. Of particular note here is 
the relatively low amount (34%) of those 
surveyed who have at least one parent 
working in an academic field, and 10% 
who have a family member or close rela-
tive who is a teacher.

So only a minority of these students 
had their own access to professional 
teaching experiences, role models, and 
existing knowledge and resources. The 
survey participants investigated here 
are not those who “inherit” the teach-
ing profession, but instead are academi-
cally building their own career from the 
bottom up. This means at the very least 

that the new models of teacher training 
achieve new recruiting opportunities to 
reach a significant amount of those not 
having traditional or “typical” access to 
university education. They are not part 
of some kind of innovative professionali-
zation concept waving an accusing fin-
ger at e.g. the (suggested) lack of appli-
cability and practical orientation when it 
comes to the necessary expertise for pro-
fessional learning processes or new pro-
files of learning that are lacking in uni-
versity study.

New extra-occupational study 
models, and different professional 
pathways towards becoming a 
teacher

Study models are continuing to develop 
for those leaving their current profes-
sions to become teachers. This is part 
of the change to bachelor and masters 
structures at European institutions, as 
well as the process of universities open-
ing their doors to those taking “untra-
ditional” pathways to the university via 
extra-occupational study models and 
masters programs that can be done par-
allel to teacher training. This will be a key 
step in establishing another pathway to-
wards teacher training that will strength-
en within vocational schools the much-
needed diversity of professional back-
grounds, competencies, and life and 
work experiences.

Those directly entering teacher train-
ing from secondary school are primar-
ily defined by professionalism and pro-
fessional knowledge that help form the 
foundation of their expert status. But 
educational professionalism is also mani-
fested in direct work with people in sit-
uations characterized by uncertainty, 
lack of knowledge, and unpredictabil-
ity. What this means is that working as 
a teacher is not only a matter of defin-
ing content-based knowledge; it also re-
quires specific process competence. The 
category of reflection is central to acquir-
ing this, i.e. theory-driven thinking about 
and substantiating the own action with-
in educational situations while keeping in 
mind how to remove/reduce the pressure 
to immediately act or make decisions. 
This is one of the key areas that univer-
sities will need to involve themselves in 
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regarding the new conceptualization of 
extra-occupational professionalization.

Outlook

Despite attempts at new models and ac-
cess to teacher training, traditional path-
ways towards it remain the standard. 
A hesitancy continues to reign when it 
comes to recognizing or crediting pro-
fessional competencies obtained on the 
job that might be helpful in a career as a 
teacher. And teacher training institutions 
continue to cling to a second specializa-
tion of study as a requirement for teacher 
training, making it probably the greatest 
hurdle towards opening up teacher train-
ing to new target groups, and increasing 
training personnel diversity. At the same 
time, in today’s world of “knowledge ex-
plosion,” are 60-70 credit points for one 
field of university study really enough? 
New requirements such as social inclu-
sion, how to manage diversity, quality, 
educational management, sustainabil-
ity, etc., are only marginally included in 
programs of study, and are postponed 
for later, advanced phases of training (if 
at all). This leads to problems in teacher 
training most notably with the new tar-
get groups coming from the profession-
al world, who in some cases ultimately 
decide not to enter teaching as a result. 
This “closing off” makes it that much 
more difficult to make clear to teach-

ers the exact nature of the learners’ di-
versity. Teachers having an immigration 
background, and those with extensive 
experience in the working world are very 
underrepresented in vocational schools. 
Teacher training institutions refraining 
from making teachers study a second 
topic as part of their qualification, and 
who instead focus on deeper, more ex-
tensive teacher training modules would 
be taking effective steps to counter these 
shortages. A possibility here would in-
clude modules on social inclusion, indi-
vidual promotion, preventing violence, 
sustainability, quality management, etc. 
Well-developed methods to accomplish 
this are already in place, and are just 
waiting to be adopted. A course of study 
with these kinds of modules would also 
deepen and expand educational profes-
sionalism.
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The School-Based VET System: 
A Remnant, or an Innovation Op-

portunity for Vocational Education?

Full-time, school-based VET below the 
university level is in a state of shift in 

the German VET system. Traditionally, 
this kind of training is seen as an edu-
cational leftover when compared to the 
“greener pastures” of the dual training 
done in both a school and company envi-
ronment. Some even think that those do-
ing full-time school-based VET are sim-
ply those who couldn’t get into a train-
ing program at a company. These two 
tracks of VET are the result of historical 
developments. And the lower status at-
tributed to full-time school-based VET, 
and its primary emphasis on the tertiary, 
people- and service-focused econom-
ic sector, has only increased due to the 
development of the transitional system 
in Germany between secondary school 
and vocational education. And with the 
creation of a number of new full-time 
school-based VET and initiatives that are 
aimed mainly at the professional orien-
tation and preparation of underperform-
ing or academically weak young men and 
women, the reputation of this system 
has only increased as the one that takes 
in the “leftovers” who for whatever rea-
son couldn’t get into the dual system.

Despite this status, there are signs of 
a re-establishment of school-based VET. 
The reasons are found in the growth 
rates of the tertiary economic sector, 
and the increase in full-time school-
based courses of training. This develop-
ment has put the long-neglected school-
based system back in the spotlight of VET 
research and educational policy. The in-
creasing concerns expressed in the media 
about a coming lack of skilled labor in 
the German workforce, along with the 
lack of integration of a large number of 
those young men and women not hav-
ing the same educational opportunities 
as their peers, not to mention the polit-

Abstract:
The following aims to achieve a syste-
matic classification of full-time school-
based VET in the German educational 
system, focusing on current changes 
in this field. These changes allow re-
forms that can provide an improved 
training content standardization. Do-
ing this will be key in achieving a shift 
from a competitive attitude between 
the dual and full-time school-based 
VET systems towards a spirit of edu-
cational cooperation.

From: “Full-Time, School-Based VET” (berufsbil-
dung, 2011, 131)

Marianne Friese

ical and regulatory efforts to make the 
dual vocational system more flexible and 
transparent, have all opened the way to-
wards new structural and curricular re-
form options to expand and develop full-
time school-based training.

This development may very well lead 
to the full-time school-based system tak-
ing on a central role in education, and 
becoming an equal partner with the 
dual system. At the same time, poten-
tials have been tapped that can dissolve 
structural boundaries and rivalries within 
the educational system, creating interfac-
es among and transparencies between 
dual and school-based segments, as well 
as with the transitional system. All of this 
might even initiate forward-thinking re-
form models for the entire VET system.

Systematic positioning

Structural and didactic-curricular VET re-
form models can’t be created without 
being clear about their historical and 
systematic context. A systematic over-
view of the state and development of 
full-time school-based training is dif-
ficult to provide due to a lack of tangi-
ble research and incomplete data. As 
opposed to the professional classifica-
tions found in the dual system, the full-
time school-based professions that are 
not regulated by the German Berufsbil-
dungsgesetz (BBiG) (Vocational Train-
ing Act) and Handwerksordnung (HwO) 
(trade and crafts code), have no unified 
system for job titles and descriptions. 
Methodical problems are exacerbated 
by different systematization methods, a 
lack of reporting by the German Länder 
that are responsible for full-time voca-
tional schools, and transfer problems to 
other data pools. Only with the increased 
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number of students entering the school-
based VET system since the 1990s has it 
become of greater focus for research and 
policy. Since then, existing data from the 
German Federal Institute for Vocation-
al Education and Training, in addition 
to other studies, have provided at least 
some overview of the development and 
state of affairs of full-time school-based 
training professions (Friese 2010; Pahl 2009).

When looking at the current system-
atics of the school-based VET system, the 
first thing that is noticed is the high level 
of heterogeneity in terms of the kinds of 
schools and courses of study, as well as 
the legal regulations and student popu-
lation. Full-time school-based training 
includes the person-related occupations, 
social and household service, health 
care professions, commercial and tech-
nical assistance, the training to become 
a civil servant or administrator, and the 
media professions. The courses of study 
have the goal of either a full qualifica-
tion for professional certification, or a 
partial qualification with the objective of 
professional orientation and introducing 
the student to the working world. Dif-
ferent school forms are in place such as 
technical colleges, professional schools, 
vocational schools, health care train-
ing centers, administrative training in-
stitutions, and courses of study at part-
time vocational schools to provide basic 
professional skills and prepare men and 
women for the job market. The level of 
education and social background of the 
student population vary greatly, ranging 
from young men and women without a 
completed secondary education, to those 
having a German Abitur, all the way to 
adults already holding professional certi-
fications, or none at all. There’s clear so-
cial and gender segmentation found in 
the different school types. Women com-
prise more than 70% of the student pop-
ulation at technical colleges, and around 
40% in the dual system (BMBF 2011, p. 29 

ff.). At the same time, more and more 
men are entering the transitional system 
(Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2010). 
Young men who do not have a second-
ary school degree (or who did not do 
well in school), and those with an immi-
gration background can today be seen as 
the ones getting the “short end of the 
stick” in the German VET system. 

Regulations are highly diverse. To be 
sure, technical colleges do offer some 
programs that are certified in accordance 
with the BBiG and HwO. However, the 
majority of full-time school-based train-
ing courses are regulated instead by the 
respective German states in which they 
are done. Adding to this is how, with on-
ly a few exceptions, continuing education 
for health and care professions is feder-
ally regulated. The field of continued ed-
ucation, specifically allocated to profes-
sional schools, is for the most part regu-
lated on the state level. The transitional 
system, which includes training courses 
at part-time vocational schools as well as 
unemployment training, is regulated by 
the Berufsausbildungsvorbereitungsver-
ordnung (Professional Training Prepara-
tion Act) together with the policies laid 
down by the German unemployment of-
fice.

There are even differences found 
within the individual subjects and how 
they are assigned to the different voca-
tional school forms. While 21 professions 
in the field of nutrition and domestic 
management are certified in accordance 
with the BBiG and HwO (8 professions in 
this field are excluded), training done in 
30 of the different health care catego-
ries is not certified in accordance with the 
BBiG and HwO, being mostly completed 
at health care colleges or training institu-
tions (there is an exception to five of the 
health care fields that are in fact certi-
fied by the BBiG and HwO, and belong to 
the so-called “free” professions in Ger-
many). These certification structures are 
also found with the field of education 
and social work. Out of 19 professions 
that are taught at technical colleges and 
health care colleges, two are done in ac-
cordance with the BBiG and HwO. In the 
field of body care, two professions are 
BBiG and HwO certified, while two are 
certified by technical colleges and health 
care colleges. This heterogeneity only in-
creases when looking at who is respon-
sible for the regulation of these profes-
sions, and where they are. The regulato-
ry responsibility for the field of nutrition 
and domestic management for instance 
lies with three German chambers (the 
Chamber of Industry and Commerce, the 
Chamber of Crafts, and the Chamber of 
Agriculture), the German civil service, as 
well as state regulators (Friese 2010).

This wide structural diversity found 
within full-time school-based VET brings 
with it both problems and potential. Po-
tential is found in how flexible curricu-
lar customization is possible that allows 
for (1) variety in the different topics and 
levels, and (2) transparency between 
the different training levels. From this 
perspective, the full-time school-based 
training system is well ahead of its du-
al system counterpart when it comes to 
the flexibility, differentiation, and trans-
parency that have been called for by 
educational policy. There are however 
a number of structural weaknesses such 
as the lack of standardization of training 
content, competencies, and professional 
profiles. Companies will need a universal 
rating and recognition system to assess 
the quality and value of full-time school-
based training. Vocational schools will 
also have to develop common networks 
and associations, as well as a professional 
model for educational personnel. From a 
historical and European perspective, the 
standardization of the German dual sys-
tem can definitely be seen as a VET suc-
cess. In contrast, the full-time school-
based system displays the clear weak-
nesses of a semi-professional structure, 
due in part to its lack of standardization 
and universality.

Historical developments

These structural weaknesses have a long 
tradition, and are closely connected to 
the development in the school-based vo-
cational system of classic “female” pro-
fessions in the field of care work. Among 
the extensive array of different develop-
ments here, four tracks of school-based 
training can in fact be identified from a 
historic perspective (Feller 2008; Friese 2010; 

Pahl 2009). First, the norm-based, natural-
istic concept of gender differences dur-
ing the Enlightenment (i.e. nurturing 
and emotional capabilities are female as-
pects) starting in the mid-1700s saw the 
establishment of full-time, school-based 
institutions in the textile industry and in-
stitutes for training maids for city house-
holds as part of industrialization and the 
movement to provide schooling to the 
less privileged members of society.

Institutions of general advanced train-
ing in the form of Sunday schools at the 
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start of the 1920s developed into voca-
tional schools for trade training in the du-
al system, and the full-time school-based 
home economics schools for girls and 
young women. The trade oriented train-
ing schools had the goal of “civically rear-
ing” boys who had left (or been kicked 
out of) school. On the other hand, the 
home economics schools were not aim-
ing to professionally train girls in house-
hold services, but instead wanted to pre-
pare uneducated female factory workers 
from the textile industry for their “natu-
ral” profession of housewife and moth-
er, and train bourgeois daughters how to 
be effective heads of the household. His-
torically, this didn’t just split the VET sys-
tem into dual and full-time school-based 
training. It also constituted a transitional 
function between school and the “fam-
ily profession” which had some interest-
ing parallels to the function of today’s 
transition system and how it serves as 
a “buffer” between education and em-
ployment.

Specialized, structured home econom-
ics and social service schools emerged 
with the liberation of “bourgeois daugh-
ters” to enter the professional world. 
Here, vocational school forms developed 
that combined household, business, and 
socio-pedagogical subjects. Different 
levels of degrees could be earned that 
were equivalent to today’s social work 
and education, domestic management, 
and nursing and care qualifications. The 
fourth historical track of professional ed-
ucation were the commercial advanced 
training schools that were expanded dur-
ing the 20th century into mercantile, busi-
ness, and (higher level) commercial col-
leges.

Of important note here is that the 
gender structure of today’s VET system 
continues to be impacted by this historic 
industrialization phenomena. Full-time 
school-based training and professional 
concepts that are derived from specific 
employment requirements and by their 
nature are care work, are institutional-
ized with the gendering of employment 
without an integration on the vocational 
level. This development has led to seri-
ous impediments for both the profes-
sionalization and standardization of full-
time school-based training, which today 
could in fact be lessened when consider-
ing current employment and education-

al policy needs. This would require the 
implementation of new regulatory and 
curricular reform models whose devel-
opment is based on empirical analyses 
of professional needs, changes in pro-
fessional backgrounds, and qualification 
and competency requirements.

Empirical developments and 
reform models

The extensive economic structural chang-
es occurring in the past decades in Ger-
many, along with the expansion of the 
tertiary economic sector have led to sig-
nificant employment growth in personal 
service occupations, training, and consul-
tation. This dynamic is currently strength-
ened by demographic shifts and the 
growing demand for family-supporting 
services (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstat-

tung 2008). This change in employment 
structures is also seen in the vocational 
training system. As opposed to decreases 
seen in the dual system, technical colleg-
es have been enjoying continual growth 
since the end of the 1990s. This trend 
is due mainly to the expansion of per-
sonal service fields of training which have 
increased by 40% since the year 2000, 
most notably in health care, child care, 
and social services (Autorengruppe Bildungs-

berichterstattung 2008, p. 104 ff.). These de-
velopments will require new profession-
alization concepts and a quality develop-
ment of the school-based VET system, 
i.e. they will need regulatory and cur-
ricular standardization of both training 
standards, and qualification and compe-
tency profiles.

Transparency and cooperation

Amendments to the German Vocation-
al Training Act of 2005 have the poten-
tial to modernize and reform the cur-
ricula and didactics of full-time school-
based courses of training. Following the 
demand in the 1990s for a dualization 
of all VET done below a university level, 
there’s now additional Vocational Train-
ing Act reform options emerging in terms 
of transparency and cooperation in/be-
tween both systems. The incorporation 
in particular of full-time school-based 
training into the Vocational Training Act, 

and the admission of technical college 
graduates via chambers and professional 
associations are creating the vital aspects 
of achieving the necessary interconnec-
tions between dual and full-time school-
based training principles.

In addition, new reform approach-
es need to be formed for curricula and 
didactics and structurally implement-
ed. This includes the expansion of the 
amount of practical work (and facilities 
for doing it) in full-time school-based 
training, as well as an improved level of 
cooperation between places for learn-
ing. Establishing training networks that 
can be developed between dual and full-
time school-based training is another 
way to improve quality. Also important 
is the further development of systems 
to recognize and accredit the full-time 
school-based competencies obtained as 
part of dual training, advanced training, 
and certifications that allow for univer-
sity admission. In light of the high pro-
portion of women in the school-based 
system, there also need to be measures 
in place to allow for an effective work-life 
balance that will enrich, not impede, ca-
reer development. Continued progress in 
the dual system to implement part-time 
VET is another innovation factor for full-
time school-based training structures 
(Friese 2008).

Standardization and accreditation

A number of new procedures and quality 
development/management instruments 
are currently being tested, evaluated, 
and implemented as part of the debate 
on the standardization, accreditation, 
and management of VET. For the health 
care professions, and professions trained 
for in full-time school-based vocational 
schools, the (slowly proceeding) devel-
opment of competence-based qualifica-
tion profiles as part of the German and 
European qualification framework needs 
to continue. This will require the develop-
ment of new competence-related curric-
ula for person-related professional mod-
els. Specific subject-related skills such as 
social competence, emotional and inter-
active competencies, and the aptitude to 
perform work among uncertainty struc-
tures are without question key elements 
of technical competence in person-relat-



bb-thema: Research on VET in Germany – present topics and results

24 berufsbildung Special Issue 1 (2015)

ed sectors of the economy. They as a re-
sult will need to be present in market-
oriented job profiles and vocational cur-
ricula. Finally, how can an optimal level of 
professionalism be achieved among the 
balance between care and rationality? 
Concepts will need to be developed that 
re-adjust and fine-tune the “working on 
people” employment skills common to 
person-related service professions and 
full-time VET.

New job profiles and interfaces

Quality development and professionaliza-
tion of individual professions is not pos-
sible without an understanding of new 
demarcations between different fields 
of work. From this perspective, new pro-
fessional profiles need to be identified 
for the early recognition of qualification 
requirements that can make clear the dif-
ferent interfaces between today’s per-
son-related market segments. This has 
strong implications for the interface be-
tween domestic management and health 
care, particularly when considering the 
increasing amount of women in the 
workplace, while the plus-65 segment of 
the population continues to grow. Along 
with these new home and health care 
needs, there are also interfaces emerg-
ing to fields of social work, thanks to the 
increasing importance placed on early 
childhood education and socio-peda-
gogical care (see Figure).

This re-shuffling of professional pro-
files requires interdisciplinary curricula 
that allow vertical and horizontal move-
ment between the professions, as well 
as technical specializations. It should also 
create access to professional continued 
education. Take for example the debate 
about European core professions that 
has been ongoing since the mid-1990s, 
and the compatibility of the German vo-
cational principle. This is an opportuni-
ty for a curriculum allowing simultane-
ous training in both basic and specialized 
competencies, as well as a structuring 
of training and profession “families” in-
to common core qualifications and spe-
cialization opportunities. New approach-
es such as these can have far-reaching 
professional implications for full-time 
school-based training.
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Figure: New job profiles and interfaces between person-related professions

Modular approaches and 
instruments

Along with the anchoring of professional 
standards for employment, in light of the 
market demand for qualified assistance 
personnel, and based on the potential 
and needs of the transition system, in-
struments should be created for those 
groups of people with lower levels of 
qualification, allowing them access or a 
return to formal training and employ-
ment. The VET reform guidelines pre-
sented in 2007 recommended structural 
improvements aiming at better flexibility, 
transparency, and compatibility of pro-
fessional qualifications. This includes the 
implementation and certification of qual-
ifications done in the professional prepa-
ration phase, as well as the introduction 
of modular training segments, compo-
nents, and step-by-step concepts. The 
acceptance of these modular VET forms 
is still being debated. There is an under-
standable amount of skepticism about 
VET perhaps suffering a decreased level 
of quality when considering the poten-
tial for the job market to (mis)use modu-
lar training. An argument can however 
be made for the integration potential of 
this kind of training, i.e. it not only pro-
vides valuable job market qualifications, 
but access to training as well. So when 
looking at it like this, valuable ground-
work can be laid e.g. for at-risk groups 
to receive VET, which in turn can open 
doors towards social participation and 
integration.

Professionalization of education 
personnel

Extensive reform is needed for the pro-
fessionalization of educational person-
nel. Heterogeneous school forms, train-
ing structures, curricula, and student 
populations require a complex array of 
competencies, methods, and diagnostic 
and subject-didactic abilities from edu-
cational personnel. A systematic qual-
ity development will require a thorough 
analysis and curricular anchoring of the 
new competency and knowledge re-
quirements that have emerged via em-
pirical shifts. With its traditionally more 
theoretically oriented curricula, full-time 
school-based VET will benefit from the 
call of the knowledge society for com-
plex, knowledge-based competencies. 
Another benefit for curricular differenti-
ation is the greater focus on subject-ori-
ented, real-life, interdisciplinary compe-
tencies that has emerged since the 1990s 
(this has also been the case in the dual 
system). Further, a key subject-didactic 
core of full-time school-based teaching 
has been methodic-didactic interaction 
and communication methods. Another 
decisive factor for a successful profes-
sionalization will also be overcoming the 
historically semi-professional structure 
of teacher training for full-time school-
based VET and fields of study, sending 
it in a better, more academically solid di-
rection.
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Conclusion

Thanks to reform efforts in VET, the full-
time school-based VET system in Ger-
many has seen quantitative growth, and 
is being taken much more seriously. Our 
analysis has shown that the historical 
stance towards full-time school-based 
VET as a “remnant” in no way corre-
sponds to its true importance in educa-
tional policy. What has in fact been seen 
is that the full-time school-based system 
offers extensive reform possibilities for 
a more flexible, transparent VET, which 
can initiate positive developments in the 
dual system as well. On the other hand, 
the dual training structure that has de-
veloped over the course of history offers 
models for a much-needed regulatory 
and curricular standardization of full-time 
school-based training. From this perspec-
tive, these different VET systems are no 
longer based on historic structural rival-
ries, but instead offer exciting potential 
for future-oriented cooperation and syn-
ergies in Germany, with an even broader 
focus of achieving effective compatibili-
ties on a European level.

Prof. Dr. Marianne Friese
Justus-Liebig-University Gießen, Germany
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Ways and Bridges between VET 
and Higher Education in Germany

In Germany, the issues “academization 
of the world of work” and “academiza-

tion of VET” are occasionally jumbled in 
everyday use and professional discourse. 
The first term means mainly that train-
ing for certain occupations is increasingly 
run by universities, for example nursing 
professions and originally non-academic 
health professions, or social and second-
ary service occupations. This develop-
ment is closely linked with changed re-
quirements of the relevant professional 
world in which the extent of knowledge-
based selection- and decision-making 
needs increase. It is also a consequence 
of growing demand for attractive and 
professional careers that are as self-
determined as possible. Both of these 
facts, as well as the general increase in 
individual school aspirational efforts, 
lead to an increasing proportion of uni-
versity graduates among employees. The 
“academization of VET” however points 
out that in vocational education, learn-
ing and competence development pro-
cesses which were originally the realms 
of general or academic education; the 
self-organized generating, processing, 
and reflection of expert information to 
solve complex problems; the acquisition 
of methodological skills; or the growing 
importance of foreign language teaching 
(should) increasingly take place. For vo-
cational and industrial education, which 
primarily deal with the academization of 
VET, an (actually very old) question be-
comes virulent again: To what extent can 
educational processes take place in the 
form of vocational education in schools 
and companies that are compatible with 
general (and thus higher) education? This 
issue also involves opening up universi-
ties to professionally qualified persons 
and, ultimately, a question of the devel-
opment and differentiation of VET and 
higher education. The following discus-
sion deals with these latter two aspects.

Abstract:
In the following article, the so-called 
third educational pathway (dritter 
Bildungsweg) which leads from vo-
cational education and training in 
Germany into higher education is 
described in more detail. It clarifies 
concepts, discusses current develop-
ments, and addresses implications for 
the structural and didactic develop-
ment of VET.

From: “Academization of VET” (berufsbildung, 
2012, 136)

Dietmar Frommberger

Opening up universities and the 
third educational pathway

In Germany, entry into higher education 
is mainly based on the qualifications of 
the upper secondary level (Sekundarstufe 
II) of general education schools. This 
“royal road” (Königsweg) to higher edu-
cation is supplemented by the so-called 
second educational pathway (zweiter Bil-
dungsweg), in particular through even-
ing classes (Kolleg). Working people 
who wish to acquire a general higher 
education entrance qualification in or-
der to study at a university may attend 
one of the state-regulated options of the 
second educational pathway, which are 
adjusted to the secondary school exit ex-
amination (Abitur). The access to higher 
education on the basis of general edu-
cation standards is also possible through 
the academic aptitude test. But of par-
ticular interest for vocational training is 
the third educational pathway (dritter 
Bildungsweg), which involves the acqui-
sition of the higher education entrance 
qualification/admission prerequisites via 
vocational pathways and professional 
qualifications.

When it comes to the transition from 
VET to higher education, there is a dis-
tinction to be made between admission 
rules of higher education legislation on 
the one hand, and access arrangements 
of school legislation on the other. The 
number of different admission rules of 
higher education legislation in Germany 
is extensive. The access arrangements of 
school legislation are based on qualifi-
cations which are acquired in vocation-
al programs at vocational schools, and 
are therefore governed by the school 
laws (Schulgesetze) of the federal states 
(Bundesländer). Of particular importance 
here is the vocational upper secondary 
school (berufliches Gymnasium), in which 
the general or subject-specific higher 
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education entrance qualification can be 
acquired on the basis of subject-specific 
advanced training. The vocationally-ori-
ented upper secondary school (Fachober-
schule) and vocational high school 
(Berufsoberschule) are typically attend-
ed in this instance. The higher education 
entrance qualification can be acquired in 
both types of school on a subject-specific 
basis while taking into consideration (or 
even crediting) operational and profes-
sional experiences. In addition, it is pos-
sible to some extent to acquire a higher 
education entrance qualification in full-
time vocational schools (Berufsfachschu-
len) and specialized vocational schools 
(Fachschulen). Basically, the potential for 
transition to higher education on the ba-
sis of VET school offerings in Germany 
is to be estimated as very high. So while 
the school law regulations for vocational 
educational pathways are significant in 
the federal states for the transition from 
VET to higher education, particularly to 
the so-called Fachhochschulen (Autoren-

gruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2008), admis-
sion procedures regulated by higher edu-
cation laws aim to serve graduates of ex-
tracurricular VET, i.e. those persons who 
completed vocational training in the dual 
system and/or gained an upgraded voca-
tional training qualification. These varie-
ties of the third educational pathway are 
usually at the forefront of consideration 
in VET policy. At the same time, however, 
this transition and the access to university 
education it offers have so far yet to see 
significant participation in Germany.

The equivalence between VET and 
general education, and thus the en-
hanced understanding of obtaining a 
qualification for higher educational stud-
ies (Studierfähigkeit) in VET is attracting 
broad consensus, even though skepti-
cism and resistance towards it continue. 
The current discourse now goes beyond 
the mere question of admission to a uni-
versity degree program. It is now also ar-
gued that equivalence is given for voca-
tional qualifications in relation to higher 
education qualifications (Buhr et al. 2008). 
This line of argument is supported by 
discussions and agreements about the 
classification of vocational qualifications 
in the German Qualifications Framework 
(Deutscher Qualifikationsrahmen). As far 
as the labor market and the employment 
system are used as a reference for the 

comparison of educational qualifications, 
this argument is also supported by the 
fact that in-house functions and areas of 
responsibility (which are held by gradu-
ates in many countries) are performed by 
persons in Germany who gain promotion 
through VET. Although the completion 
rates are often also compared in various 
OECD comparisons, the skills actually be-
ing acquired are not. However, the line 
of discussion of the equivalence of voca-
tional and higher education is basically 
relatively new and also a consequence 
of the increasing differentiation of the 
higher education landscape in the course 
of the gradation of university degrees. 
In any case, this process leads to agree-
ments regarding the crediting for compe-
tencies acquired in the workplace toward 
higher education (KMK 2008) or even when 
it comes to the considerations of the di-
rect entry into a master’s program on the 
basis of vocational qualifications, compe-
tencies, and experiences.

The discourse on university admission 
of professionally qualified persons is now 
closely linked with the issue of opening 
up universities to new target groups, 
i.e. for “non-traditional students,” “not 
regular students” (Hanft & Knust 2008), or 
“non-traditionals,” “adult students,” or 
“mature students” (Schuetze & Slowey 2002). 
“Further education students” fall quite 
substantially within this target group, 
particularly those persons moving to uni-
versity after or during a period of em-
ployment. So the target group-oriented 
design of higher educational continuing 
education and thus the development of 
higher educational study programs and 
continuing education strategies of uni-
versities are in the foreground. As in-
ternational comparative studies show, 
the rate of students from the segment 
of “non-traditionals” is relatively low in 
Germany (HIS 2008).

The further development, differ-
entiation, and integration of VET 
and higher education

In the history of VET’s development, the 
awarding of additional general educa-
tion permissions for VET, as well as the 
higher education entrance qualification, 
were usually associated with a “regimen-
tation” (Verschulung) of the curriculum 

and the training organization. The out-
standing challenge in this context, espe-
cially for the operational and practical ex-
perience linked to vocational training is 
whether and how the altered functional 
performances (providing university en-
trance qualifications, awarding a qualifi-
cation for higher educational studies) are 
to be guaranteed without giving up the 
original vocational qualifying function 
of vocational education and continuing 
vocational training. The question in this 
context also arises regarding to what ex-
tent learners in VET actually acquire or 
can acquire the necessary requirements 
for the now formally allowed transition 
into universities and thus for a successful 
university education.

It is not subject to negotiation in theo-
retical VET terms that study skills can be 
developed even in VET and on the ba-
sis of professional contents and working 
process related skills development. This 
original vocational and industrial educa-
tion reasoning, which for decades has 
been well established in professional dis-
course, could now also be enforced on 
the level of VET policy after much re-
sistance, and even enjoys the consensus 
of the social partners in this matter. But 
when looking at the real constitution of 
VET, it however becomes clear that con-
cepts which integrate this objective into 
the program should be further devel-
oped. It would be educationally irrespon-
sible not to explicitly support the learners 
in VET here. With this in mind, it appears 
necessary to rethink a curricular and di-
dactical supplement, connection, and in-
tegration of different training paths and 
levels in order to avoid loss of function 
of vocational training in the course of 
changing the permissions. Also, the very 
low demand for higher education studies 
on the basis of professional educational 
qualifications (when acquired according 
to the Vocational Training Act [Berufsbil-
dungsgesetz]) confirms the need for fur-
ther development.

So double qualifying training pro-
grams (doppelqualifizierende Berufsbil-
dungsgänge) can become increasingly 
important for transitions into higher ed-
ucation; in many neighboring European 
countries, these are key educational el-
ements (Deißinger & Wern 2012). Thus, the 
adopted approach to connecting gener-
al education and VET represents a possi-
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ble solution which has been successful in 
Germany (including East Germany prior 
to Germany reunification), especially in 
its additive form, although not in respect 
to the integrative form. Regarding the 
integrative form, the main focus lies on 
the question of the development of an 
aptitude for higher educational studies 
on the basis of professional processes for 
developing competencies. Nevertheless, 
the concept of double qualifications has 
so far been focused on access to higher 
education, meaning it is focused on the 
relation between vocational and gen-
eral education on the upper secondary 
level. The relation and assumed equiva-
lence of vocational and higher education 
is hardly systematically considered in the 
concept of double qualifications. An ex-
ception could be dual courses of study in 
which higher educational and company 
training and learning processes would 
be further adjusted concerning didactics 
and curriculum, and would be anchored 
in a binding curriculum for learners. This 

has, however, rarely been the case so far 
(Busse 2009). Such qualification strategies 
could also increasingly be part of works 
and collective agreements.

Such a development provides a great 
opportunity for vocational schools in 
terms of the development of VET of-
ferings. On the one hand, this concerns 
the range of content throughout tar-
get group-oriented preparatory courses 
(Brückenkurse). On the other hand, the 
organizational and curricular cooperation 
between vocational schools and universi-
ties appears increasingly feasible and at-
tractive.

Prof. Dr. Dietmar Frommberger
Otto-von-Guericke-University Magdeburg, 
Germany
Chair of Vocational Education
dietmar.frommberger@ovgu.de

References
Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstat-

tung (2008). Bildung in Deutschland 
2008 [Education in Germany 2008]. 
Bielefeld: Bertelsmann.

Buhr, R. et al. (Eds.) (2008). Durchläs-
sigkeit gestalten [Let there be perme-
ability]! Münster: Waxmann.

Deißinger, T. & Wern, R. (2012). Über-
gangsprobleme von der Berufsbildung 
zum tertiären Bereich [Transitional 
issues from vocational education into 
the tertiary realm]? berufsbildung, 
133, 21-23.

Hanft, A. & Knust, M. (2007). Weiter-
bildung und lebenslanges Lernen in 
Hochschulen [Further education and 
lifelong learning at universities]. Mün-
ster: Waxmann.

HIS (Hochschul-Informations-System) 
(2008). Social and Economic Condi-
tions of Student Life in Europe – Euro-
student III 2005-2008. Hannover.

KMK (2008). Anrechnung von außerhalb 
des Hochschulwesens erworbenen 
Kenntnissen und Fähigkeiten auf ein 
Hochschulstudium [Crediting knowl-
edge and abilities obtained outside of 
university study towards a university 
degree]. Bonn.

Schuetze, H. G. & Slowey, M. (2002). Par-
ticipation and Exclusion: A compara-
tive analysis of non-traditional students 
and lifelong learners in Higher Educa-
tion. Higher Education, 44, 309-327.

International Journal of Innovation in Education

Editor in Chief: Prof. Dr. Nicole Kimmelmann
ISSN online: 1755-1528
ISSN print: 1755-151X
4 issues per year

IJIIE subscribes to a broad understanding of innovation in education in order 
to provide a wide platform for academic and practitioner discussion to create 
knowledge and exchange ideas on this issue. IJIIEs key features include a commit-
ment to research in schools, colleges and other educational settings; innovative 
approaches to problems in education which provide new and effective solutions 
to challenges; and research-inspired solutions to educational issues which have an 
impact in the widest sense of the term.

http://www.inderscience.com/jhome.php?jcode=IJIIE

http://www.inderscience.com/jhome.php?jcode=IJIIE


bb-Issue: Research on VET in Germany – present topics and results 

berufsbildung Special Issue 1 (2015) 29

Sustainable Development as a 
Future Program for Quality 

Management at Vocational Schools

Recent years have seen concepts, 
models, and instruments being intro-

duced throughout Germany to achieve 
both autonomous development as well 
as a quality management of schools and 
teaching. These processes represent a 
paradigm shift in school management. 
Gone are the clear top-down hierarchies 
with their central directives on the state 
level. Now, schools are given extensive 
opportunities to develop their own goals 
based upon their specific individual po-
tentials.

This paradigm shift was embraced 
early on in Lower Saxony’s vocational 
schools. With the policy initiatives for 
autonomous action, the introduction 
of quality management at vocational 
schools, and extensive structural changes 
in school administration, the model test 
“Lower Saxony’s Vocational Schools as 
Regional Centers of Excellence” (Berufs-
bildende Schulen in Niedersachsen als re-
gionale Kompetenzzentren) achieved the 
key requirements for a systematic quality 
development (Brockmann 2007). Neverthe-
less, this initiative primarily presented on-
ly instrumental instructions; it does not 
offer actual content-based statements 
on what a program for quality develop-
ment at vocational schools would specifi-
cally look like or how it would operate 
(Krey & Rütters 2011).

Practically achieving the abstract con-
struct of school and teaching quality 
can in fact be done via an interconnec-
tion with the guiding idea of vocational 
education for sustainable development. 
This can without question generate a fu-
ture oriented school and teaching qual-
ity. And its focus is on having a real im-
pact: It aims to motivate, empower, and 
commit young people as it makes them 
aware of how they too can be a part of 
forming the future of the working world, 

Abstract:
The guiding idea of vocational educa-
tion for sustainable development can 
without question achieve a future 
oriented quality for both schools and 
teaching. So far however, there has 
been no noteworthy implementation 
of vocational education for sustain-
able development in everyday school 
and teaching development. Using the 
example of the German state of Low-
er Saxony, the following will attempt 
to conceptualize sustainable develop-
ment as a program for quality man-
agement at vocational schools.

From: “Occupational Training for a Sustainable 

Development” (berufsbildung, 2013, 141)

Tobias Schlömer

society, and employment (Schlömer 2009). 
This concept that aims to interlock qual-
ity management as an instrumental ac-
tion framework for school and teaching 
quality with the orientations, guiding 
ideas, and content of a vocational edu-
cation for sustainable development will 
be developed in the following.

Establishing a vocational educa-
tion for a sustainable develop-
ment: Where it is right now

The opportunity for quality development 
and autonomy at vocational schools 
could be a pathway towards a long-term, 
strategic, goal oriented establishment of 
vocational education for sustainable de-
velopment on the school and teaching 
development levels. More than a dec-
ade after the German Federal Ministry 
of Education and Research (2001) pub-
lished their feasibility analysis of voca-
tional education for a sustainable devel-
opment, its actual implementation still 
remains only a distant possibility. But this 
doesn’t mean that foundational curricu-
lar and regulatory requirements haven’t 
been established: Committee members 
of the Standing Conference of the Min-
isters of Education and Cultural Affairs 
of the Länder in the Federal Republic of 
Germany who have the task of establish-
ing teaching frameworks for vocational 
school education have basically been 
handed the ideas behind sustainable de-
velopment as an element of their educa-
tional task and didactic principles.

And to be sure, there are in fact a 
number of examples from everyday 
school life and teaching showing how 
sustainable development can be a solid 
strategy for modernization, quality, and 
innovation. However, the end products 
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that emerge here are often so custom-fit 
to the respective conditions of the specif-
ic schools that transferring them to other 
schools is often not possible. There have 
been e.g. concepts developed and test-
ed for project lessons on climate change/
protection; countless innovative sustain-
able student “companies” started; and 
sustainable production schools to help 
those in need.

A better, more holistically oriented, 
and domain-specific sustainability ap-
proach was seen with the joint project 
“Education for Sustainable Energy Sup-
ply and Usage” (Bildung für eine nach-
haltige Energieversorgung und Energie-
nutzung) sponsored by the Lower Saxony 
Future and Innovation Foundation Fund. 
Here, seven experts on teacher training 
pursued the goal of anchoring learning 
content and competencies regarding the 
specific topic of the new energy economy 
in Germany as extensively as possible in-
to lessons, the school program, and core 
curricula. The project “Energy Education 
Competencies for a Sustainable School 
Culture” (Energiebildungskompetenzen 
für eine nachhaltige Schulkultur) (eko-
nas, University of Oldenburg, Germany) 
used modular advanced training to moti-
vate and qualify instructors at vocation-
al schools to achieve a lesson-based and 
school-administrative integration of is-
sues on sustainable development, with a 
special focus on the new energy econo-
my that is emerging in Germany (Bloemen, 

Porath & Rebmann 2012).

A similar approach was seen with the 
“bbs-futur” project sponsored by the 
German Federal Environmental Founda-
tion with the following goals (see http://

www.bbs-futur.de): developing a vision 
about vocational schools of the future; 
creating a reference framework for a sus-
tainable school development; testing di-
dactically prepared examples of sustain-
able teaching and school development 
for everyday use; and the formation of 
partnerships with sustainably operating 
companies. The eight vocational schools 
here, some of which already have pro-
found prior experience in the realm of 
sustainability, set the task of addressing 
specific priorities for a sustainability ori-
ented school and teaching development.

The challenges of achieving sus-
tainability oriented quality devel-
opment at occupational schools

Recent years have seen promising indi-
vidual approaches and concepts for sus-
tainability oriented school and teaching 
development designed, tested, and in 
some cases even put into action. Four 
fundamental issues however remain that 
may in fact hinder the achievement of 
sustainable development as a strategy 
for modernization, quality, and innova-
tion at vocational schools:
1. Even though the concepts of au-

tonomy and quality management 
at vocational schools are important 
frameworks and action structures 
for a successful school and teaching 
development, they do not offer any 
content-based configuration of qual-
ity management that helps schools 
achieve a content-program quality in 
and of itself. Because it can very effec-
tively achieve a future oriented school 
and teaching quality, the guiding idea 
of sustainable development can in 
fact help with this configuration. So 
what’s needed here is an implemen-
tation model that fills school quality 
management with real content for 
a sustainability oriented school and 
teaching development.

2. A holistic-content program for a vo-
cational education for sustainable de-
velopment needs to emerge if an im-
plementation model is to be achieved. 
This kind of content program is still 
waiting to be developed, despite first 
attempts to do so (see e.g. ekonas 
and bbs-futur). What’s needed here 
is a complete content structuring of 
the comprehensive opportunities and 
design fields of a sustainability orient-
ed school and teaching development 
without arbitrarily dropping prefabri-
cated programs into the lap of schools 
and teachers.

3. When methodically observing the im-
plementation of a vocational educa-
tion for a sustainable development, 
and when looking at how vocational 
schools operate, it can be seen that 
individual sustainability goals and 
measures are too unsystematic and 
are not pursued long term. This is 
where the chance emerges of using 
the infrastructure of a school-based 

quality management as a systemati-
zation tool. Along with the content-
based program formation, there is 
as a result the need to differentiate 
the above-mentioned implementa-
tion model in a methodic-instrumen-
tal fashion as it pertains to the quality 
realms and core tasks in school quality 
management.

4. There is so far no extensive strategy 
in place for the establishment of sus-
tainable development in school and 
teaching that reaches all vocational 
schools, not just the “usual suspects” 
that are already environmental and 
sustainability pioneers.
One concept that intends to con-

structively address this issue is the in-
terconnection of the implementation of 
school quality management at vocation-
al schools with the goal and content of 
a vocational education for a sustainable 
development (see Figure). The following 
will differentiate this kind of intercon-
nected model within the context of the 
four issues described above. Its orienta-
tion is found within the general frame-
work of school quality management in 
Lower Saxony, Germany.

Content configuration of school 
quality management

Good model requirements were found 
with those early initiatives in Lower Saxo-
ny that had autonomous school manage-
ment as their guiding principle, pursuing 
and developing bottom-up educational 
quality from the organizational goals and 
environments in each individual school 
(Brockmann 2007). School administration 
and teachers in Lower Saxony’s schools 
received a strong degree of autonomy, 
including everything from an expanded 
freedom to create their lessons as they felt 
best; develop the school curriculum; and 
provide a high level of professional com-
mitment, leadership, and development. 
They even had a say in how the budget 
was managed. This autonomy was finally 
incorporated into educational policy in Ju-
ly of 2007. It is complemented by school 
inspections that, instead of implementing 
an external management, work to make 
the schools “self managing” as they con-
sult and support them to achieve increas-
ing levels of educational quality.
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In Lower Saxony, the autonomous 
quality development at schools is (in 
terms of content) pre-structured by an 
orientation framework for school quality. 
The orientation framework in particular 
shows significant correlations between 
the outcome of good school quality and 
its development via process quality. Here, 
schools are shown important application 
fields of quality development that among 
other places are found in teaching-learn-
ing processes; the creation of school life 
and culture; school cooperation activi-
ties; and educational professionalization 
of teachers. School is described as a dy-
namic, networked system that first and 
foremost (most notably when taking the 
social and economic surroundings into 
account) should keep in mind the back-
grounds of its learners and their needs 
when developing the school program 
and profile.

The orientation framework is “based 
on a holistic notion of school quality, but 
not a comprehensive quality model” (Kün-

zel, Roggenbrodt & Rütters 2009, p. 14). This is 
why a decree was enacted in 2005 in 
Lower Saxony to instrumentally support 
continuous quality development. This re-
quires vocational schools in Lower Saxo-
ny to introduce a system in accordance 

with the European Foundation for Quali-
ty Management (EFQM). Experience with 
the implementation of the EFQM model 
should however be taken with a grain 
of salt. After all, it was originally devel-
oped for markets, and isn’t necessarily 
applicable to the functional conditions 
of schools. In response, the Ministry of 
Education and Cultural Affairs created 
a concept for school quality manage-
ment at vocational schools that bundles 
together the EFQM criteria into qual-
ity realms. A particular focus here is the 
school core process of creating educa-
tional programs. These are accompanied 
by the quality realms of running schools, 
developing schools, managing person-
nel, administrating resources, develop-
ing cooperations, and managing results 
and successes.

What needs to be kept in mind is 
that the orientation framework and 
school quality management at vocation-
al schools offer important framework 
guidelines for quality development. But 
in spite of this, quality management sys-
tems just by themselves “do not pro-
vide content-based indications of what 
a qualitatively effective vocational school 
is. They instead represent a complex set 
of instructions for inspecting and improv-

ing the structures and processes at voca-
tional schools” (Krey & Rütters 2011, p. 216). 
The instruments of quality management 
themselves do not (yet) have content 
configuration. In other words: A con-
tent-programmatic “charging” is needed 
to make the abstract construct of school 
quality understandable and operative for 
all who are involved in it.

A requirement for a content-based 
configuration of school quality manage-
ment is a holistic-differentiated program 
of a vocational education for a sustain-
able development that covers not only 
teaching quality, but school quality as 
well.

Content of sustainability oriented 
school and teaching development

The guiding idea of sustainable develop-
ment can achieve an effective, future ori-
ented school and teaching quality. It to a 
great degree focuses on having a real im-
pact in how it motivates, empowers, and 
commits young people as it makes them 
aware of how they too can be a part of 
forming the future of the working world, 
society, and employment. The outcome 
of teaching quality is specifically seen in 

School quality management  Vocational education for a 
sustainable development 

offers instrumental action structures 
and frameworks for school and 
teaching development. 

guides effective and future oriented 
quality development (in terms of content)
at vocational schools and colleges. 

Implementation model:
Sustainable development as a future 
program for quality management at 
vocational schools. 

Strategy for a wide 
establishment of sustainable 
development that appeals to all 
vocational schools, not just the 
“usual suspects” of 
environmental schools. 

Systematic implementation of 
sustainable development in 
school and teaching structures 
via an orientation towards the 
model of school quality 
management.

Holistic vocational program for 
a sustainable development that 
gives schools the opportunity to 
create their own programs and 
develop their own profiles. 

Figure: Interconnection of school quality management and vocational education for a sustainable development
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how it promotes an ability to profession-
ally operate within the guiding principles 
of sustainable economics and develop-
ment. Here, vocational schools prepare 
their learners for a future that will be 
characterized by drastic social, ecologi-
cal, and economic challenges, most no-
tably in the context of climate change, 
new energy economies, and financial cri-
ses. The job market has countless sectors 
where environmental and social aspects 
comprise the key elements of companies’ 
business models. Sustainable economics 
is fundamentally changing the require-
ments of business and work processes 
(Schlömer 2009): Products and services will 
need to be developed that are better at 
meeting the needs of people instead of 
just feeding the bottomless pit of con-
sumption. Energy and resources will 
not just have to be efficiently applied; 
they will in the most optimal of situa-
tions be part of a closed economic loop 
(“from cradle to cradle”) that continually 
re-uses and re-applies them. Responsible 
economics involves all kinds of manufac-
turing and service realms. A key task will 
be to achieve a close-knit relationship 
between companies, professions, and 
employment that is based on economic-
ethical norms and values.

This profession-company sustainabil-
ity action should be implemented on 
all levels of teaching development, spe-
cifically speaking on the macro level of 
school curriculum development. How? 
By first of all making sustainable devel-
opment a competitive curricular prin-
ciple for individual school conventions, 
and second, by selecting usable curricu-
lar reference points (guiding ideas for a 
sustainable economy, society, and tech-
nology; for skilled labor and qualifica-
tions; and vocations). Actual sustainabil-
ity oriented teaching-learning processes 
should be structured on the meso level of 
teaching conceptualization. This can be 
achieved not only via the proven arrange-
ment of the sustainable in-school stu-
dent company, but in particular through 
cooperations with companies known for 
their sustainability orientation, as well as 
those companies who are not (!). The lat-
ter can offer challenging, realistic oppor-
tunities for learning more about sustain-
ability. To be sure, this process would also 
include social projects that go well be-
yond a business model to challenge the 

personal development of learners. Learn-
ing situations should be formed on the 
teaching micro level which, when tak-
ing into account the professional back-
grounds of young men and women, on 
the one hand promote professional flex-
ibility, openness, and interdisciplinar-
ity for the creation of complex problem 
approaches and solutions to uncertain 
problems and challenges. On the other 
hand, sustainable teaching should con-
tinually enable the participation of learn-
ers in social, ecological, and economic 
developments within their local commu-
nities. These kinds of teaching-learning 
opportunities will integrate young men 
and women into society and the job mar-
kets of tomorrow, preparing them for the 
phenomenon of lifelong learning.

Achieving a vocational education for 
a sustainable development via teaching 
quality development nevertheless re-
quires a thorough, holistic school devel-
opment which, along with the teaching 
development described above, also pro-
motes the organization of schools and 
their staff. These developmental pro-
cesses cannot be reduced to individu-
al actions such as the often-embraced 
installation of solar panels on school 
rooftops. However well intended ideas 
like this may be, they ultimately reveal 
themselves as mostly cosmetic efforts 
of individual sustainability pioneers. Sus-
tainable development as a principle for 
action and creation requires more than 
just sustainable symbolism. It also needs 
the established rules, routines, and ideals 
within the social system of a school to 
be questioned and reestablished to make 
them better and more capable of meet-
ing future challenges.

Systematic implementation of 
sustainable development in school 
and teaching

For vocational schools, a sustainable or-
ganizational development means that 
they as regional centers of excellence are 
oriented towards (or better yet, oriented 
together with) their region, and investi-
gate via systematic networks: (1) what 
importance the guiding principle of sus-
tainable development will have in the fu-
ture, and (2) what contributions can be 
made towards a sustainable develop-

ment. What’s important, and what can 
be contributed are always specific to the 
society, community, and social level; the 
educational backgrounds of learners; as 
well as the business models and job mar-
ket structures of the regional economy 
(Schlömer 2009). Sustainable organizational 
quality via networking also means that 
autonomous schools learn from other 
vocational institutions by comparing and 
exchanging school quality development 
and sustainability models.

Sustainable school organizations can 
play an active, pioneering role within 
their networks for society and the econ-
omy by pursuing a stringent sustainability 
standard within their own core (teaching) 
and support processes. This includes eve-
rything from a CO2 audit of their energy 
and resource use/consumption within 
their school buildings; mobility manage-
ment (efficient management of the dai-
ly commutes of teachers and students); 
measuring pollutants and toxic substanc-
es (e.g. in the school’s desks and chairs); 
supplier rating (e.g. office supplies); re-
porting on sustainability (“Do something 
good and let others know about it!”); 
and consulting for educational partners 
and companies.

These visions, goals, and efforts 
should be creatively developed by voca-
tional schools, and systematically pur-
sued as an “enterprise.” This would en-
sure a radical cultural change that goes 
far beyond a strictly economical-techno-
cratic management such as that suggest-
ed by the balanced scorecard concept 
adapted by some schools. After all, ed-
ucational ventures are radically different 
from for-profit companies in how qual-
ity is not measured by the value of busi-
ness processes and saleable products. In-
stead, “teaching and education […] do 
not guarantee success. They can only en-
sure the essentials: Learning must be a 
subject in and of itself” (Arnold 2010, p. 81).

Long-term establishment of a 
sustainability oriented school and 
teaching development

A sustainability oriented school quality 
development as a program can gener-
ate the correlation between systematic 
quality management on the one hand, 
and learning and work cultural changes 
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of schools on the other. Sustainable de-
velopment requires a school and learn-
ing culture in which all members of the 
school system and the region have a say 
in what happens, and can be a part of 
negotiating and forming which specific 
goals and values of sustainable develop-
ment will be pursued at their respective 
school(s). While this idea of participation 
is a necessary instrumental requirement 
for quality management (“This won’t 
work without those who are impacted 
by it”), for vocational education for a sus-
tainable development, it’s a central con-
tent requirement! Vocational education 
for a sustainable development’s chal-
lenge to vocational schools is for them 
to make contributions as regional centers 
of excellence towards a sustainable de-
velopment within their social, economic, 
and learning cultural environment and, in 
the process of doing so, make the abso-
lute best out of their learning processes.

Outlook

The pathways and milestones for a sta-
bilized complex of quality management 
and sustainable development in voca-
tional schools have now been clearly 
set, allowing for their real application in 
schools. A necessary requirement for the 
success of a sustainability oriented school 
quality management program is that it be 
geared towards the specific conditions 
and structures of each respective school 

and its teaching. And sustainable devel-
opment as a quality measure for school 
and teaching development can be effec-
tively established only when a further re-
quirement is sufficiently met: essential 
structures for teacher professionalization 
throughout all phases of teacher training.

Prof. Dr. Tobias Schlömer
Helmut-Schmidt-University/University 
of the Federal Armed Forces Hamburg, 
Germany
Department of Vocational Education
schloemer@hsu.de
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VET Quality

Theoretical Approaches and 
Assessment Perspectives

The past several years have seen an 
ongoing debate about quality in the 

German VET system. The Bundesinsti-
tut für Berufsbildung (German Federal 
Institute for Vocational Education) and 
the Bundesministerium für Bildung und 
Forschung (German Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research) have initiated 
the pilot project program Qualitätsent-
wicklung und -sicherung in der betriebli-
chen Berufsausbildung (Quality Develop-
ment and Assurance in Vocational Edu-
cation). Here, intensive educational in-
stitutional cooperations, the right kinds 
of quality assurance instruments, and 
improved trainer qualifications aim to 
further develop the quality of vocation-
al company training. Ten pilot projects 
are being sponsored and scientifically 
accompanied by this program (Hemkes & 

Schemme 2013).

Quality is often discussed when it is 
insufficient or not present. This raises the 
question of how the issue of quality spe-
cifically pertains to the quality of the Ger-
man VET system. To answer this ques-
tion, the functions can be analyzed that 
a VET system needs to fulfill for a society. 
These include (Greinert 1995):

1. The utilization function: This takes a 
look at the costs and benefits of VET – 
for learners and instructors, for com-
panies, and for society as a whole. 
And it can in fact be seen here: VET 
costs and benefits are not evenly dis-
tributed in Germany. More than three 
quarters of all companies benefit from 
the fact that the rest (i.e. not they) do 
the actual investing in education and 
training. Added to this is how the VET 
system is increasingly state subsidized 
by the systems supporting preparato-
ry phases of training and professional 
transitions in early years (i.e. with the 
transitional system in Germany be-
tween secondary school and VET) in 
general; and specifically by subsidies 

Abstract:
Quality has become an essential 
factor for evaluating the effective-
ness and efficiency of educational 
processes. The following will pro-
vide a retrospective summary of the 
development of what quality has 
been understood as being in VET 
(as well as in its varying dimensions), 
while also summarizing the interplay 
of the different educational quality 
determinants. This is done in an ef-
fort to determine how the quality 
of the German VET system can and 
should be currently evaluated. The 
backgrounds in particular of what are 
generally agreed to be quality deficits 
will be critically examined. 

From: “Quality in Company Education” (berufs-

bildung, 2013, 139)

paid to trainee and apprenticeship 
programs.

2. The selection and allocation function: 
The German economy’s demand for 
skilled labor is by no means covered 
by the VET system. This is due in part 
to the low amounts of companies of-
fering training and apprenticeships 
(not to mention the low amounts of 
people actually completing these pro-
grams). And to make matters worse, 
some booming sectors of the econo-
my (e.g. service) are insufficiently set 
up to provide training.

3. The qualification function: There’s 
doubt about whether all trainees can 
obtain the competencies that they 
will actually need in today’s econo-
my with its increasing professional 
demands. The extensive competency 
analyses conducted with trainees in 
some German states indicate a need 
for improvement in this area, and not 
only in the quality of the actual VET, 
but also when getting ready to enter 
VET while still in the secondary school 
system.

4. The retention and integration func-
tion: Despite the better balance that 
now exists between training programs 
offered and the demand for them, 
there are still issues concerning the 
initial transition from school into pro-
fessional education. This has conse-
quences for the integration of young 
people into the job market. There are 
currently around 300,000 young men 
and women in this transitional stage. 
And the transition following this 
(from training into the actual work 
force) has become more problematic 
in Germany, causing some unions to 
respond with corresponding contracts 
and limitations. 

So the question is: How can German vo-
cational education be developed and im-
proved?Martin Fischer
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Quality development: Dimensions 
and levels in VET

Quality assurance in German VET has of-
ten been approached from a so-called 
input quality perspective: Are there in 
fact mandatory frameworks in place for 
training? What about the infrastructure 
for technical aspects and personnel? Is 
the training staff qualified to do what 
they do?

This question (along with similar ones) 
was posed when exactly these aspects 
did not exist at that exact moment in 
time. For example, the time around the 
start of the 20th century saw an exten-
sive liberalization of educational regula-
tions (“economic freedom” declared by 
the German Reich’s industrial code of 
1869), and a “breeding of apprentices” 
by personnel who were however not 
required to have specific qualifications. 
This in turn led to the call for measures 
to counter the “sloppiness” present in 
crafts and trades. Back then, this was 
not referred to as “input quality,” just “a 
decent technical apprenticeship” instead.

The input quality factors of German 
VET were a key focus of the Sachver-
ständigenkommission Kosten und Finan-
zierung der beruflichen Bildung (1974) (Ex-
pert Panel for Vocational Education Costs 
and Funding), also known as the Edding 
Kommission. This panel identified clear 
qualitative differences between profes-
sions requiring apprenticeships and com-
panies offering vocational education. 
The panel in turn saw this as a result of 
input factors such as (the lack of) well-
planned training, training staff qualifica-
tions, etc. Their report makes clear that 
the system-level input quality (e.g. based 
on German Vocational Training Act reg-
ulations) can vary greatly from the input 
quality on the level of individual compa-
nies that offer vocational education.

So it makes sense to understand and 
analyze quality in education as existing 
on a number of different levels, differen-
tiating between the macro level (educa-
tional system level), the meso level (the 
individual educational institutions), and 
the micro level (the teaching-learning 
processes level). The Edding Kommission 
introduced the differentiation between 
the input dimension of quality (the pre-
existing company framework conditions 
for training that need to be assured) 

and the output dimension (result qual-
ity: completed trainings, graduation sta-
tistics, competencies, and satisfaction 
of trainees and instructors). The Edding 
Kommission provided the first arguments 
that ensuring input quality on the macro 
level (e.g. via laws and regulations) does 
not guarantee quality on the micro level 
(when it comes to how well a company 
conducts its training). With this being the 
case, along with input variables, process 
and result variables are also important 
when it comes to quality.

This means that when analyzing and 
developing VET quality, the quality di-
mensions throughout the training pro-
cess (input, process, output, and out-
come quality) need to be kept in mind 
in combination with the levels of qual-
ity development (the micro, meso, and 
macro levels).

Quality dimensions throughout 
the training process

Training processes require certain inputs, 
e.g. technical and personnel-based in-
frastructure; training centers, material, 
and planning; etc. The quality of these 
requirements is labelled with the term in-
put quality. In the teaching and learning 
process, these guidelines are combined 
using selected didactic elements, and 
then filled with life. Doing this (more or 
less) achieves the process quality of train-
ing in the hope of encouraging an out-
put, i.e. a learning result. Output qual-
ity relates to this learning goal in terms 
of what training is meant to achieve, 
e.g. the acquisition of professional com-
petencies by the trainees. “Outcome” 
means the application of the achieved 
competencies in the workplace and on 
the job market. This can also mean e.g. 
being offered a decent job by the com-
pany who provided your training once it 
has been successfully completed.

These quality dimensions can be as-
cribed to indicators that are all more nar-
rowly defined by the respective input, 
process, output, and outcome quality:

Input quality (also known as structure 
and/or potential quality) deals with the 
quality of the training factors prior to its 
start. Indicators of this include material, 
organizational, and personal equipment; 
qualifications of the training personnel; 

the quality of the teaching and training 
(framework) plans; tools; teaching and 
learning materials; trainee entry require-
ments; etc.

Process quality (also known as imple-
mentation and/or throughput quality) 
looks at the teaching-learning process 
and its didactic configuration. Indicators 
are e.g. the quality of the methods and 
media used; availability of training per-
sonnel and how often work processes 
are described; the degree of orientation 
to the training framework plan and/or 
whether training plans are adhered to; 
the quality of the relationship between 
the instructor and trainee; etc.

Output quality (also known as result 
quality) talks about what is achieved by 
the end of the training – e.g. passing the 
final exam and achieving the formal de-
gree or certification and grades; obtain-
ing professional employment ability; a 
qualitative improvement in the learning 
performance of trainees; trainee and in-
structor competencies and satisfaction; 
etc. 

Outcome quality deals with the trans-
fer of what has been learned into pro-
ductive employment and its value on the 
job market. It tends to require a longer 
period of observation. Indicators here are 
e.g. trainees’ development of learning 
competencies and independence; pro-
motion of individual learning pathways; 
lowering dropout rates; mandatory hir-
ing levels by the company offering the 
training; break-in times once the new 
hire has started work upon completion 
of training; youth unemployment rates; 
etc.

Quality development levels

Input quality can on the system level (for 
example based on the regulations set 
forth by the German Vocational Training 
Act) be clearly different from the input 
quality on the educational level found 
within a company providing training. 
Because of this, the quality dimensions 
described above are organized into the 
micro level (teaching-learning processes 
and/or training units), the meso level (in-
dividual VET institutions such as trade 
schools, companies offering training, 
chambers of commerce, inter-company 
educational institutions, etc.), and the 
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macro level (the VET system level with 
its legal regulations, guidelines, recom-
mendations, etc.).

This can help in the assessment of 
(project, company, or system-related) 
training quality, and also allows for the 
determination of quality changes that 
might be needed. (see Figure 1)

Different education quality 
perspectives

All kinds of different reactions emerge 
in answer to the question of which qual-
ity aspects can fill the framework sug-
gested here. As an example, for years 
the qualifications of the training staff 
were seen as critical for training quality. 
Along this line of thinking, the qualifica-
tions of adjunct instructors (skilled work-
ers providing training) were considered 
as needing improvement. Later on how-
ever, a survey of companies performed 
by the German Federal Institute for Voca-
tional Education and Training (Ebbinghaus 

2005) identified the qualifications of the 
trainees as playing a key role in training 
quality. On the other hand, trainees saw 
things differently in an earlier survey (Fell-

er 1995) that was also conducted by the 
German Federal Institute for Vocational 
Education and Training. In this instance, 
trainees were the happiest with adjunct 
instructors compared to their full-time 
counterparts.

So the term of quality itself doesn’t 
really say anything about what quality 
actually is. Instead, it depends on how 
people conceive it. Empirical investiga-
tions show that the different societal 
groups who do trainings have different 
conceptions of quality; these correspond 
most greatly to their own interests. In-
structor qualification regulations play 
the largest role for training administra-
tors for whom training is about input 
variables that aim to ensure the qualifi-
cation function of training. Companies 
offering training programs are more fo-
cused on output variables, i.e. finding the 
right kinds of qualified employees. They 
tend towards more of an allocation func-
tion of training; if input factors come into 
play from a company perspective, these 
are the requirements that trainees them-
selves bring to the table. Trainees appear 
to see relationship quality as important 

that is achieved within the process di-
mension of training – here, adjunct train-
ing staff apparently have the most to of-
fer.

None of these perspectives are wrong. 
They simply show that education quality 
needs to be seen as a multi-perspective 
entity. Only when the different observa-
tion and action perspectives are actual-
ly set into motion can an idea ultimately 
result about what education quality can 
actually be!

The scientific findings on the topic of 
education quality offer an opportunity to 
see input, process, output, and outcome 
quality in relation to one another and/or 
create this kind of correlation. A system 
of quality indicators and/or factors for vo-
cational company training needs to keep 
this in mind. The correlation between in-
put, process, and result variables is prob-
ably of a non-deterministic nature: De-
spite the high level of input quality in the 
German VET system, quality problems 
may occur on the process level if e.g. a 
relationship quality between the instruc-
tor and trainee does not exist. In Swit-
zerland, more at-risk learners than pre-
viously thought are able to successfully 
complete VET (Stalder 2011), meaning that 
outcome quality is not the same thing as 
output quality. This is why the “interfac-
es” between input, process, output, and 
outcome quality need to be examined 
closely when assessing the quality of a 
VET system. The input quality is no indi-
cation of the outcome quality of a VET 

system, and vice versa. Often, as is the 
case in Spain and Italy, an oversimplified 
perspective concludes that youth unem-
ployment levels, a possible indicator of 
VET system outcome quality, correlates 
to or is the result of lacking input quality. 
But the enormous fluctuation of youth 
unemployment rates in these countries in 
the past ten years (between 20 and 50 
percent) shows that this kind of explana-
tion is insufficient and needs to take ad-
ditional factors into consideration. And 
the similar rates of youth unemployment 
found at times between Great Britain 
and Germany are hardly proof of both 
countries having an equal input quality 
in their respective VET systems. Great 
Britain after all has a system that basi-
cally lacks all of the fundamentals such 
as professional outlines, training frame-
work plans, defined qualifications for in-
structors, etc.

Conclusion and outlook

An examination of vocational company 
education quality points out quality defi-
cits in German VET. The perspective here 
is not one comparing the German system 
with those in other countries, but instead 
observes what functions VET is able/sup-
posed to fulfill for a society in general:

Cost and benefit of VET (utilization 
function); meeting the demand for skilled 
labor (selection and allocation function); 
trainees obtaining competencies (qualifi-

Quality Framework Matrix

 

Figure 1: Vocational education training quality framework matrix (Fischer et al. 2014, p. 148)
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cation function); and problems in mak-
ing the transition from school to training, 
and training into the work force (reten-
tion and integration function) all indicate 
a need for change and/or action.

Depending on the perspective, vari-
ous “culprits” have been (and continue 
to be) identified for these deficits: 

• trainees who are not prepared or ma-
ture enough to do training;

• instructors, especially adjunct instruc-
tors, who are not qualified enough;

• vocational school training staff who 
don’t do enough to help achieve an 
effective training-job market transfer 
for their trainees;

• companies who do not do enough in 
the area of training, and if they do, 
take improper advantage of their 
trainees;

• chambers of commerce that do not 
sufficiently monitor the quality of 
training;

• vocational schools who are notorious-
ly behind the times in terms of profes-
sional and job market developments, 
and who are simply not effective ad-
ministrators;

• universities who educate future vo-
cational teachers in accordance with 
technical standards, but do nothing 
to prepare them for the requirements 
of working at a vocational institution;

• a government that allows each indi-
vidual state exceptions to VET regula-
tions, doesn’t hold companies to their 
vocational obligations, and makes 
things too comfortable when it comes 
to inter-institutional cooperation.
Without going into specific detail on 

each one of these points, none of them 
can be fully denied. But none of these 
“culprits” is fully and completely respon-
sible for its shortcomings. Deficits on the 
part of trainees are an indication of is-
sues within the secondary school system 
and a lack of preparation for the work-
ing world. Qualification deficits on the 
part of instructors are a possible result 
of lacking incentives, support, and ad-
vanced training in the world of VET. If 
learning institutions are not engaging 
in cooperation with each other, this is a 
sign of how people-dependent coopera-
tion activities are, and a sign of a pos-
sible lack of support from companies, 
schools, and government. Government 

“restraint” in eliminating quality defi-
cits indicates the basic internal state of 
the German VET system that builds upon 
private economic initiatives; is depend-
ent upon temporary economic calcula-
tions as a result; and whose organiza-
tion is split by both the state and federal 
governments. The latter of these factors 
has led to the “Quality” federal pilot pro-
ject program (see above) not promoting 
vocational schools as state institutions, 
even though cooperation between com-
panies and schools have (correctly) been 
defined as a key focus of the program.

These mutual dependencies that 
cause quality deficits and hinder contin-
ued quality (the list was deliberately kept 
short here) show that VET quality emerg-
es in collaboration with system compo-
nents. The “Quality” pilot project pro-
gram acknowledges this in its finding of 
how VET quality needs to be seen from 
a multi-perspective, and that quality de-
velopment needs to be conducted in a 
multi-perspective fashion as a result. A 
system of indicators of high-quality train-
ing has been developed based on (1) the 
theoretical analysis of the issue of quality, 
and (2) the results from the pilot project 
(Fischer et al. 2014).

The quality framework presented here 
aims to encourage quality development 
measures to be considered across differ-
ent quality dimensions (input, process, 
output, and outcome quality) as well as 
regarding instructors and trainees (micro 
level); companies, schools, and cham-
bers of commerce (meso level); and fed-
eral and state government, and society 
in general. Doing this alone would make 
clear the reciprocal correlation and rel-
ative value of each individual measure 
and indicator. VET quality, as the think-
ing goes, does not occur simply by fulfill-
ing one or even several quality criteria, 
but instead via a balanced development 
where different perspectives at the very 
least have the chance to encounter one 
another.

Prof. Dr. Martin Fischer
Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT), 
Germany
Institute for Vocational Education and 
General Education
m.fischer@kit.edu
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Knowledge Reporting: 
The Development of Professional 

Employment Competence

Both vocational and business educa-
tion have seen the term profession-

al employment competence establish 
itself as a central guiding idea in plan-
ning, forming, and evaluating teaching-
learning processes. According to voca-
tional education policy in Germany, an 
educational process is successful when it 
develops individual professional employ-
ment capabilities within the subsystems 
of VET structures. According to § 1(3) 
of the German Vocational Training Act, 
VET “is required to impart via training 
courses the necessary professional skills, 
knowledge, and abilities (professional 
employment abilities) needed for quali-
fied professional activity in the changing 
world of employment. VET also must al-
low for the acquisition of required pro-
fessional experience.” In the same way, 
professional advanced training accord-
ing to § 1(4) of the German Vocational 
Training Act should allow individuals to 
“acquire and adapt to professional em-
ployment abilities, or expand upon them 
as part of a professional advancement.”

This regulatory goal formulation indi-
cates a reciprocal relation of the individ-
ual to the employment system. The em-
ployment system presents opportunities 
in how it provides work and task profiles 
into which professionally qualified work-
ers can actively contribute their com-
petencies, forming and advancing their 
professional profiles in the process. Only 
when the opportunity arises to be able to 
act within the employment system does 
an achieved professional competence 
contain value for the individual. This value 
is shown on the one hand in individual 
personality fulfillment, and on the other 
hand in how obtained competencies pay 
out economically at work. At the same 
time, the individual value of competence 
has an increasingly shorter shelf life (Trost 

Abstract:
Competence and company com-
petence development can be con-
ceptualized and substantiated from 
both an economic and business 
education standpoint. The following 
will examine both of these perspec-
tives, taking a particularly close look 
at the management and reporting of 
knowledge.

From: “Company Competence Development” 
(berufsbildung, 2012, 138)

Karin Rebmann and 
Tobias Schlömer

& Weber 2012). Megatrends are seen within 
job markets that include service orienta-
tion, internationalization and globaliza-
tion, along with the highly dynamic de-
velopment of information and commu-
nication technologies. Those wanting to 
remain competitively employed are basi-
cally being forced to continually update 
their original competencies as part of a 
lifelong learning process.

From a job market and therefore an 
economic perspective, individual com-
petencies need to be seen as immate-
rial company resources. Companies use 
the individual abilities and dispositions of 
their employees to exploit innovations in 
markets; serve customers with a product 
and service portfolio; carry out service 
creation processes as efficiently as pos-
sible; form a close-knit relationship to 
their social and ecological surroundings; 
etc. Company competencies involve mak-
ing employees’ individual competencies 
as useful as possible for company activ-
ity as they depict the spectrum of action 
opportunities a company as a whole has 
access to for creating economic value.

Competence evaluation from the 
organizational and individual 
standpoints

Both individual-centered pedagogy as 
well as organizational-centered man-
agement teaching describe and create 
company competence development. The 
theoretical foundations of both views 
could however not be more different 
from one another. The development of 
company competence is designed via 
assumptions regarding organization-
al learning (for more, see Schreyögg 2008). 

Here, the so-called Veränderungslernen 
(change learning) seeks out company 



bb-Issue: Research on VET in Germany – present topics and results 

berufsbildung Special Issue 1 (2015) 39

problems (e.g. too many customer com-
plaints), and critically examines and re-
flects upon employment structures that 
may be outdated, worn out, or simply in 
need of change. In the best case scenar-
io, these are then completely overhauled 
and properly readjusted. From a manage-
ment theory perspective, an expansion of 
existing employment abilities within or-
ganizations can normally be managed in 
a closed-loop fashion, or at the very least 
by taking an instrumental approach. A 
pedagogically-based promotion of learn-
ing processes on the other hand bases 
itself on cognition theory assumptions: 
Learners here take their current percep-
tions and experiences, and attempt to in-
corporate them into already-existing ex-
perience and knowledge constructions. 
They then test their constructions about 
reality within professional forms, joining 
their ideas via the medium of language 
with the ideas of others.

The “products” of learning as a re-
sult vary greatly. Pedagogically desired 
learning aims at the acquisition of com-
petence as “human abilities that have sit-
uation-appropriate employment as their 
foundation and which makes this possi-
ble in the first place. Professional employ-
ment competence describes the matured 
potential of professional abilities that al-
low a person to act in accordance with 
the performance requirements in real 
professional situations” (Reetz 2005, p. 1). 
While the pedagogical view has a poten-
tial being developed that individuals can 
apply as they wish in the contexts of pro-
fession and employment, organization-
al learning on the other hand limits this 
application context: “The learning pro-
cess of individuals is without question 
supported and advanced. But the refer-
ence point here is always the organiza-
tion. It provides the context and mode in 
which individuals process knowledge as 
members of an organization” (Schreyögg 

2008, p. 442). Organizational learning as a 
result generates a spectrum of employ-
ment opportunities that allow the exist-
ing knowledge base in a company to be 
adapted to future requirements.

Company competence development 
regularly contrasts these two perspec-
tives, resulting in intersections (see Fig-

ure 1) between the competencies of the 
individual and organization. Employ-
ees bring a part (!) of their profession-

 

Professional employment 
competence – of an individual as the 
mature potential of professional 
abilities. They allow a person to act 
in accordance with the performance 
requirements of/in real professional 
situations. 

The intersection between the 
organization and individual – 
Competencies that an individual 
brings to a company as an employee. 
Competencies that a company needs 
for organizational development. 

Company competencies – as the 
spectrum of employment 
opportunities that an organization has 
in its employees. 

al employment potential to achieve the 
tasks they face at their job. These are em-
ployment potentials that have economic 
importance for the organization. At the 
same time, less important competencies 
(at least from the perspective of the or-
ganization) are generally not accessed 
which nevertheless can be significant for 
personality development.

Put another way, the original VET 
goals of developing the personal self-
determination, maturity, and responsibil-
ity of individuals are subordinated to an 
exclusively economic personal develop-
ment to ultimately serve the collective 
company interests, and are only applied 
when they can be of help to achieving 
economic goals (Becker 2005). On the one 
hand, this logic is basically inscribed in 
the concepts and models of company 
knowledge management. And, the last 
five years have seen it prominently placed 
into instrumental effect in both business 
research and practice with the method of 
competence and knowledge reporting. 
Along with their original business stud-
ies functions, knowledge management 
as well as knowledge reporting have a 
certain level of importance for the pro-
motion of professional employment abil-
ity that is legitimized within vocational 
and business education. 

Knowledge management in 
companies

Concepts of an economic knowledge 
management are based on the outlined 
assumptions about organizational learn-
ing. Here it’s assumed that the develop-
ment of knowledge in organizations is 
instrumentally manageable. A core task 
is making individual knowledge accessi-
ble for the organization. Von Glahn (2009, 

p. 23) defines the necessity for this very 
succinctly: “While the individual impacts 
the organization-wide level of knowl-
edge in terms of his or her competencies, 
training, and learning ability, an organi-
zation from a system-oriented view de-
velops and uses its common intelligence 
and collective mind. The existence of in-
dividual experts within an organization is 
therefore not fully sufficient. Only when 
among other things technically-specific 
knowledge is shared within the organi-
zational system and, in doing this, col-
lective knowledge is activated, can ‘or-
ganizations learn’ and achieve competi-
tive advantages in the process.”

These formative goals are pursued in 
knowledge management via a holistic 
management cycle. Here, the subject-
specific knowledge of employees is ob-
jectified according to the following steps 
and/or central questions regarding an 
economic factor of organizational per-

Figure 1: Company competence development between the organization and individual
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formance creation (von Glahn 2009): First, 
learning processes in companies should 
be provided with a direction by defining 
knowledge goals. This step should estab-
lish exactly what the existing knowledge 
is, while at the same time determining 
the necessity for the “purchase” of exter-
nal knowledge (i.e. from outside of the 
company’s own four walls). This is fol-
lowed by the creation of structures that 
promote learning as a means to “pro-
duce” internal knowledge. The knowl-
edge developed here should then be dis-
tributed within the organization; used 
effectively and efficiently; and finally se-
cured. Different instruments and meth-
ods have been developed in organiza-
tional theory for the implementation of 
these management building blocks, most 
notably knowledge reporting.

Competence and knowledge 
reporting in companies

Knowledge reporting is performed in 
the interests of company development. 
It was widely developed and practically 
tested as part of the “Fit for Competitive 
Knowledge” initiative sponsored by the 
German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy (Bundesministerium 
für Wirtschaft und Technologie) with the 
goal of developing and securing immate-
rial resources in Germany, a country with 
low amounts of natural resources (Lange 

& Kraemer 2009). What emerged was a pro-
cedural model to record and present the 
immaterial resources present in a com-
pany. What’s meant here is much more 
than just what people know, and this 
is where the terms of competence and 
knowledge recording particularly come 
into play, as the following company at-
tributes are investigated: human capital 
(e.g. technical knowledge; knowhow 
and the professional attitudes of the em-
ployees; and innovation ability of teams), 
structural capital (e.g. the company cul-
ture; production and methods of opera-
tion; potential of the company’s differ-
ent locations; patents and copyrights), as 
well as relationship capital (e.g. relation-
ships to customers, partners, and inves-
tors).

Along with the plain representation 
of competence and knowledge resourc-
es, what also needs to be depicted here 

in the form of cause-effect relationships 
is their importance for value-adding busi-
ness processes and/or the success of the 
entire business (BMWi 2008). The follow-
ing multiple-step procedure and its cor-
responding work steps are recommend-
ed for the creation of a knowledge re-
porting: 
(1) business model description, (2) defi-
nition, evaluation, and measurement of 
intellectual capital, (3) ascertaining of ef-
fect relationships between knowledge, 
competence, and a company’s creation 
of value, and (4) deriving the right kinds 
of knowledge development measures.

So in terms of human capital, the 
practical examples documented by the 
knowledge reporting allow these kinds of 
personnel development indicators to be 
found just about every single time, which 
show how significantly vocational educa-
tion spurs a company’s success. On the 
one hand, figures are cited such as train-
ing statistics; how often a company hires 
its own trainees; investment amounts in 
vocational and advanced training in re-
lation to total personnel costs; and how 
often employees take advantage of train-
ing that is offered. There are also per-
formance indicators such as what a job 
description calls for and the actual esti-
mated employee competencies, or the 
service orientation levels found with cus-
tomer service representatives.

The amount of knowledge is ultimate-
ly a numerically supported documenta-

tion of human resources. Nevertheless, 
it still manages to deliver indications of 
which measures can be applied to (1) 
develop knowledge- and competence-
based resources in a company, and (2) 
determine how much time is needed to 
achieve this.

Business education evaluation

From a business education perspective, 
the knowledge reporting method and 
the knowledge management approach 
offer important professional competence 
development reference points. Profes-
sional competence development allows 
the value of employees’ professional em-
ployment abilities to be depicted in an 
economic “language.” The importance 
of knowledge reporting as a communica-
tion medium could be of particular value 
when the costs and use of vocational and 
advanced training need to be made as 
transparent as possible, as well as when 
the quality of a company’s training needs 
to be developed and secured in a high-
quality, goal-oriented fashion. These 
methods without question offer a pro-
cedural approach and semantic that can 
successfully join vocational and advanced 
training more strongly to a company’s 
economic core processes. And there are 
only a few individual management con-
cepts in place (including the balanced 
scorecard) that can causally connect the 

Human capital 
resources 

Figures 2010 
(Plan) 

2011 
(Actual) 

Goal 

Employee potentials Traning in %     8% 6.5% ↑

How many of its own trainees a company hires in % 100% 75% ↑

Investments in vocational and advanced training in 
relation to personnel costs in % 

    2.5%    2.5% →

Technical knowhow Amount of training days taken by employees     3.9%    3.5% ↑

Advanced training final exams passed (in %)   95% 95% →

Sufficient competence 
to perform job 

Consistency between what a job description calls for 
and the estimated employee competencies in % 

  80% 75% ↑

Customer satisfaction with the service provided by 
the employees (service level value from customer 
surveys, in %) 

  90% 70% ↑

 
Figure 2: An excerpt from a knowledge report
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realms of individual competence devel-
opment to companies’ success goals in a 
comparable fashion.

In addition, the establishment of 
knowledge reporting and management 
in companies can in some ways strength-
en the role of vocational and advanced 
training personnel. To be sure, the recent 
establishment in Germany of nationally 
recognized advanced training regulations 
for certified vocational and advanced 
training instructors as well as for certi-
fied vocational trainers have been impor-
tant policy steps towards a formal profes-
sionalization of vocational learning. But 
these will hardly suffice by themselves. 
Company educational structures will also 
have to be professionalized so that teach-
ers, coaches, and the personnel respon-
sible for training can perform their two-
pronged role in companies as compe-
tently as possible. As those tasked with 
accompanying learning, they on the one 
hand need to generate effective oppor-
tunities for self-organized learning along 
a range of both systematically- and situ-
ational-based concepts. As managers of 
training, they will on the other hand be 
required to make the fruits of individual 
competence development usable for the 
organization.

The latter in particular can offer us-
able approaches to knowledge man-

agement. At the same time however, it 
needs to be kept in mind that the eco-
nomic logic of optimizing business pro-
cesses in accordance with efficiency and 
effectiveness criteria can only be at best 
partially transferred to vocational edu-
cation. Although there’s no doubt that 
the gains from vocational education can 
be displayed in the form of knowledge 
reports, the individual learning pro-
cesses behind the actual competence 
outcome(s) can in no way be unified or 
instrumentally standardized. So instead 
of a management-oriented external con-
trol (which appears possible with busi-
ness processes), the management of in-
dividual learning will be the sole realm of 
the learners themselves.
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Didactic-Curricular 
VET Developments in Germany

Didactic-curricular developments in 
VET focus primarily on the concepts, 

experiences, and results of research on 
issues of curriculum design and curricu-
lum analysis in VET. Here, the training 
regulations and framework curricula are 
particularly affected. The didactic-meth-
odological aspects with which primarily 
the immediate skill-teaching processes 
(i.e. teaching and learning) are brought 
into view, as well as the aspects of evalu-
ation and diagnosis in VET and research 
on VET, are only indirectly touched upon. 
This topic can be divided into the follow-
ing issues:
• the state of and developments re-

garding the thematic and intentional 
alignment of VET (determination of 
content and objective, i.e. the de-
termination of the desired individual 
scope of disposition); 

• the state of and developments of cur-
ricular structuring and sequencing of 
vocational curricula and courses of 
development (e.g. the apprenticeship 
principle (Ausbildungsberufsprinzip), 
occupational groups, modularization);

• the state of and developments of the 
paradigmatic orientation – i.e. design 
principles of curricular foundations 
(e.g. input versus outcome orientation 
and competence orientation, scientif-
ic versus situation orientation, subject 
versus learning field orientation).
This thematic definition clearly does 

not exclude the relationships between 
the various issues. To cite an example: 
questions of modularization for the pur-
pose of structuring curricular founda-
tions are often negotiated in direct rela-
tion with outcome orientation.

At first glance, the topic often appears 
relatively abstract to the reader, and per-
haps only slightly relevant to the devel-
opment of VET practice. Upon closer ex-
amination, it however becomes clear that 
it addresses central questions of VET key 

Abstract:
The development of curricular foun-
dations for VET follows specific di-
dactic principles and regulatory re-
quirements. These change over time. 
Learning outcomes and demand ori-
entation are currently increasing in 
importance. In this report, these de-
velopments are classified and linked 
to the basic characteristics and func-
tions of curricular VET foundations.

From: “Didactic-Curricular Developments in 

VET” (berufsbildung, 2012, 133)

decisions. After all, the relationship be-
tween the life worlds (and here, regard-
ing work and occupation in particular) to 
individually overcome the related prepar-
atory and organized learning, training, 
and evaluation processes in school and 
at work is provided by the curriculum, 
manifested in a curriculum that the learn-
er should know (or at least be able to) 
especially when it comes to having the 
ability to behave appropriately in typical, 
specific situations.

The curriculum is therefore of the high-
est relevance for the planning of training 
and qualification processes. At the same 
time, the curriculum serves in achieving 
transparency and comparison, normali-
zation, legitimization, and standardiza-
tion as well as for a review of teaching 
and learning processes. It also represents 
an education policy management tool 
in this respect. The curriculum therefore 
performs central didactic and regulatory 
functions. The curricular foundations are 
highly different in the historical develop-
ment of education and VET systems as 
well as in international comparisons. The 
curriculum is not to be understood as a 
kind of deduction of recorded require-
ments of the life world (which are very 
divergent when considered in historical 
and international comparative terms), 
but rather as a result of decisions of so-
cial actors and institutions in response to 
ever-changing realities and demands in 
business and society (Deißinger 2009). To 
this extent, the issues mentioned above 
have to be negotiated permanently and 
answered anew.

The curriculum, conceptually linked in 
a long discussion in educational science 
with very different meanings is here pri-
marily understood as a form of docu-
mentation of desired training and further 
education processes (“intended curricu-
lum”) and only marginally as the content 
actually offered in teaching and training Dietmar Frommberger
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(“implemented curriculum”; the descrip-
tive research on teaching provides useful 
results on this), or as the actual achieved 
results of these intentions (“attained cur-
riculum”; large scale assessments for ex-
ample could present interesting findings 
on this) (IEA 2010).

Two directions of awareness are fo-
cused on in curriculum research. On the 
one hand, the production, analysis, and 
interpretation of ascertainable informa-
tion are pursued for the purposes of de-
scription, differentiation, and explana-
tion of existing curricula in VET (curric-
ulum analysis). On the other hand, they 
are pursued for the purposes of devel-
opment and implementation of curricu-
lar elements in VET (curriculum design). 
Because of VET policy, the work on is-
sues of curriculum design clearly domi-
nates quantitatively in VET research. The 
science-based development of curricular 
foundations is of major importance for 
the regulatory performance of tasks and 
design. An increased focus on curriculum 
analysis would be desirable for the fur-
ther development of vocational and in-
dustrial education.

The current didactic-curricular 
developments in VET

Curricular foundations for VET are sub-
ject to continuous development and im-
provement. In the field of initial vocation-
al training according to the German Vo-
cational Training Act (Berufsbildungsge-
setz), a permanent development of new, 
or a modernization of existing, training 
regulations and their coordination with 
the vocational school curriculum frame-
works of the federal states take place. In 
addition, curriculum development in VET 
is done for many different full-time voca-
tional education programs as well as for 
further training.

In Germany, curriculum development 
and reorganization have been character-
ized in recent decades by very different 
concepts and considerations that include 
a wide range of elements such as the 
proposals for basic vocational training 
or basic and specialist vocational training 
concepts, the approaches of key skills 
(Schlüsselkompetenzen), shared core 
skills, elective skills, the key objective of 
occupational competence or proficiency, 

the concept of training occupations that 
are receptive to design, the structure of 
application areas, graduated training, 
modularity (Bausteinkonzept) and the 
approach of modularization, the learn-
ing field orientation, and the highly rel-
evant outcome or learning outcomes ori-
entations. The latter often operates un-
der the name of competence orientation 
as well. In addition, the traditional struc-
tural models are altered by differences 
in the input and output range of initial 
VET in the form of various offers of pre-
vocational training, especially the qualifi-
cation modules (Qualifikationsbausteine), 
as well as additional qualifications (Zu-
satzqualifikationen).

Changed and updated thematic pri-
orities are set by establishing new key 
figures for a training occupation. Oper-
ational specializations are rooted here, 
along with general economic, techni-
cally and socially determined demands 
(sustainability, international competence 
development, etc.). As a result, and ac-
cording to the Vocational Training Act, 
very different concepts for training regu-
lation and further training regulation ex-
ist for VET. Overarching and consistent 
approaches are often sought and devel-
oped within certain occupational fields 
or branches.

Competence orientation is currently 
growing in importance in Germany when 
it comes to the reorganization of train-
ing regulations and in accordance with 
the Vocational Training Act (in higher 
education as well). Indeed, the key ob-
jective of occupational competence or 
proficiency and its various dimensions of 
competence are very firmly anchored in 
training regulation practice. This general 
competence orientation is however be-
coming increasingly operationalized, i.e. 
it is taken as a formulation principle in 
the various elements of the curriculum. 
The descriptions of the individual scope 
of disposition (“the trainee is able to ...” 
etc.) are increasingly coming to the fore-
front, with an even stronger relation to 
various scopes of activity and profession-
al challenges in occupational and profes-
sional environments. Although these ori-
entations have clearly existed for some 
time, the trend has clearly strengthened 
in the following two directions:
1. Learners, their development, and the 

desired skills of these learners are the 

center of attention as opposed to ab-
stract content catalogues. Thus, the 
learning process and the learning out-
comes gain the upper hand when it 
comes to the description of curricu-
lar principles. Linked with the de-
sired task of increasingly diagnosing 
the state of individual developments 
in learning concomitance (lernbe-
gleitend), i.e. assessing and regular-
ly recording the competencies actu-
ally achieved, learners (and especial-
ly teachers) are more obligated and 
responsible for the success and the 
result of learning processes. Accord-
ing to the model of output control in 
educational work “the learning per-
formance itself [is] an element of plan-
ning. Something, which is treated as 
not further attributable, external as-
sessed output at input control, is sys-
tematically included in output control 
in a feedback loop” (Künzli 1999, p. 24; 

Trans. Frommberger). Learning success is 
however not responsibly assigned in 
traditional curriculum work and, in 
principle, is left to the responsibility 
of trainees: “Conformance of plan is 
controlled and answered for, but not 
fulfilling the plan” (Künzli 1999, p. 24; 

Trans. Frommberger). In this respect, the 
control of learning and teaching suc-
cess is currently in the public eye, and 
the control of school work and edu-
cation and training work is done in an 
increasingly product-oriented fashion.

2. The selection of learning subjects 
always takes place in terms of the 
question of what meaning the re-
spective subjects could have in the 
lifeworld context. Nevertheless, dif-
ferent selection criteria are possible. 
Traditional subjects make a strong 
reference to the so-called related 
sciences (Bezugswissenschaften) and 
subjects whose relation to reality is 
made through a form of problem-ori-
ented and abstracted (theory-build-
ing) world exploration. Thus, the life-
world reference is ensured because 
every science is linked to practical 
problems. However, this reference is 
partially or only indirectly visible. An 
alternative selection criterion is the 
immediate “practical” action situa-
tion in which the acquired knowledge 
and skills could be used and applied 
where a reference is made to the field 
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of application and action. This second 
selection criterion, also referred to as 
the “pragmatic principle” (pragma-
tisches Prinzip) (Künzli 1978) is princi-
pally more important for curriculum 
development in VET than in general 
education, and is currently becoming 
even more prevalent. When looking 
at the differences between “didac-
tic cultures,” the pragmatic principle 
is basically attributed to curriculum 
theory and practice found in the Eng-
lish speaking world (Hopmann & Riquarts 

1995). Terms such as “needs based ap-
proach” and “curriculum as a cultural 
map” are used. Learning experiences 
are central to curriculum decisions.
With this form of outcome and learn-

ing outcome orientation currently and 
significantly shaping the curriculum de-
velopment for VET in Germany, the as-
sumption (and expectation) which is par-
ticularly characterized by education pol-
icy is that the primary formulation of re-
sults of training processes facilitates the 
recognition and credit of learning per-
formances which take place outside of 
standardized curricular training courses, 
e.g. informal learning environments or 
even those in completely different learn-
ing contexts such as those found in for-
eign countries. The detachment from 
strict educational canonization – so the 
reasoning goes – could for the purpose 
of permeability between different edu-
cation and training subareas ultimately 
facilitate the process of recognition and 
credit.

In addition to this form of competence 
orientation which is becoming increas-
ingly important in the development of 
training regulations, it can be observed 
for the design of curricular foundations 
in Germany that for the question of cur-
ricular structuring and sequencing, this 
mode gains acceptance when it comes 
to increasing individual choice in accord-
ance with the mandatory basics. Struc-
tural differentiation in school systems has 
traditionally been affected by things such 
as school levels, types of school, class or-
ganizations, and subjects, all of which 
are to be understood in their historical 
development as standards of organiza-
tion of secondary (i.e. socially or state-
influenced) education (Oelkers 2004). Thus, 
the increased optional offers which are 
often organized in a modular manner are 

to be understood as a (now alternative) 
form of standardization and differen-
tiation which will most likely supersede 
and complement old solution patterns. 
Modularized curricula (or initial and fur-
ther training regulations, study regula-
tions, etc.) represent these kinds of cur-
ricular standardization and differentia-
tion which may not necessarily link the 
organizational, temporal, and substantial 
structure and sequence of educational 
programs, training courses, and certifi-
cation processes to a united and admin-
istratively desired collection of curricular 
elements. Instead, they will tend to open 
and increasingly hand the decision mak-
ing and design options over to learners.

The characteristics of modularized 
curricular standardization and differen-
tiation forms vary in principle between a 
relatively strict state-desired prescriptive 
shaping of processes of educational and 
vocational training courses on the one 
hand (supply orientation) and the strong 
freedom of choice (demand orientation) 
on the other. The modules may be part of 
an overall collection (e.g. of a training oc-
cupation) and/or are available as a sepa-
rate curricular element (Howieson 1994). It is 
possible in its extreme form of modulari-
zation (for example, in the system of na-
tional vocational qualification in England) 
that demanders assemble their “portfo-
lio of qualifications” individually. Here it’s 
an individual portfolio with a variety of 
possible combinations of partial degrees 
– including the possibility to change em-
ployment with only a partial degree (e.g. 
marketing or human resources) without 
further certificates – depending on the 
labor market’s supply and demand situa-
tion. The moderate option (for example, 
in the Netherlands or Denmark) is char-
acterized by an overall graduation, which 
is the sum of all acquired partial certifi-
cates. These partial degrees are howev-
er systematically assigned to a training 
or continuing education as compulsory 
components and have to be completed 
to attain this graduation. In reference to 
various structuring concepts for VET in 
Europe, the observed overall trend is that 
where a high level of fragmentation of 
different partial degrees prevails, greater 
systematization is to be brought about, 
and where VET courses and degrees tra-
ditionally have a minor individual scope 

of action, options are to be increased 
(Frommberger & Krichewsky 2013).

Conclusions

The current trend in the context of curric-
ulum design in VET in Germany changes 
the existing balance. Here, the principle 
of outcome orientation as well as the cur-
ricular demand orientation is becoming 
increasingly important. The associated 
didactic and regulatory determinations 
of aims have been taken into account. It 
should however be stated at this point 
that (keeping with the metaphor) it is es-
sential to carefully preserve the balance. 
In other words, the essential elements of 
curricula should be maintained. Curricu-
lar standards in which the desired learn-
ing outcomes are not associated with a 
clearly elevated content profile lead to ar-
bitrariness. Especially in VET, skills devel-
opment and professional decision mak-
ing abilities in particular are directly re-
lated to professionalism, which in turn is 
to be defined in its content. The potential 
of learning, development, and training 
processes has a close relationship to the 
objects of learning, i.e. to the content. 
Only specific and carefully selected sub-
ject content leads to necessary expertise, 
and on this basis to the development of 
competencies and required further com-
petence. The purpose of institutionalized 
processes in vocational and further train-
ing in particular is to facilitate these pro-
fessional learning processes. And this is 
not only the case practically, but in rela-
tion to theory as well, since a regulation 
for a training occupation doesn’t simply 
provide a mirror image copy of the ex-
isting professional reality. Rather, the vo-
cational pedagogical imperatives are to 
legitimize this construct. Occasionally, 
however, a tendency of development in 
VET policy is to perceive which vocation-
al and further training profiles are un-
derstood as pure copies of professional 
practice. In this case, explicit vocational 
and further training would be obsolete 
in the long term and the quality of skilled 
labor training would be lost.

In addition, vocational and further 
training schemes are not to be under-
stood as mere blueprints for the perfor-
mance of examination and certification 
processes. On the contrary, the opinion 
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still dominates that competencies are to 
be explicitly and systematically developed 
in vocational and further training, espe-
cially those competencies which can-
not simply be acquired in the immediate 
context of externally controlled (commis-
sioned) work, employment, and occupa-
tion. This claim presupposes the crucial 
decision-need to complete a minimum 
training core and a minimum of manda-
tory vocational and further training com-
ponents.

Prof. Dr. Dietmar Frommberger
Otto-von-Guericke-University Magdeburg, 
Germany
Chair of Vocational Education
dietmar.frommberger@ovgu.de
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Inclusion – A Contribution to 
Address the Challenges of 

Demographic Change
Importance and potential of inclusive education 

for vocational education

The concept of “inclusion” or more 
precisely “inclusive education” has 

now been at the center of the national 
and international education policy de-
bate for some years. In Germany, the 
concept of inclusive education is large-
ly equated with the inclusion of children 
and young men and women with disabil-
ities into the general mainstream school 
system. This perspective received an ad-
ditional impetus through the ratification 
of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (Article 24, “Ed-
ucation”) by the government of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany in 2009. How-
ever, this is a highly simplified perspec-
tive that disregards the actual impor-
tance and range of inclusive education. 
To be sure, the implementation of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities is (surely) an important sub-
goal of inclusive education. But inclusion 
must more importantly be understood as 
a fundamental paradigm shift in peda-
gogy, basically covering all marginalized 
groups in the education system. This 
comprehensive meaning clearly emerges 
from the UNESCO definition of inclusive 
education:

“Inclusive education means that all 
persons despite of their gender, religion, 
ethnic group, special educational needs 
or social or economic background are 
granted the same opportunities to take 
part in quality education and to develop 
their full potential. It is not the learner 
who has to integrate himself into an es-
tablished system but the education sys-
tem which needs to consider and adapt 
to the requirements of all learners. There-

Abstract:
Social inclusion has become one of 
the key aspects of the educational 
debate. Socially inclusive education 
requires a specific understanding of 
just what social inclusion specifically 
is, particularly in light of the fact that 
this concept contains a multitude of 
ambitious goals. Using an approach 
for implementing socially inclusive 
strategies to show potentials of how 
socially inclusive education can be 
understood as an opportunity for 
the future, the following will ana-
lyze the challenges from and neces-
sity for social inclusion in educational 
processes.

From: “Social inclusion in vocational educa-

tion” (berufsbildung, 2012, 137)

Peter Sicking

fore, the definition of inclusion goes be-
yond the term of integration. The con-
cept of inclusion contains the right to at-
tend regular schools for everyone. Inclu-
sion puts the diverse needs of all learners 
into focus and understands this diversity 
as an opportunity for educational pro-
cesses.” 

The following quotation from the in-
ternational reference document of the 
48th UNESCO World Conference of Edu-
cation Ministers in Geneva in 2008 once 
again strongly emphasizes that inclusive 
education must go beyond the inclusion 
of people with disabilities into the regular 
school system: 

“In several countries, inclusion is still 
thought of simply as an approach to 
serving children with disabilities within 
general education settings. Internation-
ally, however, it is increasingly seen more 
broadly as a reform that supports and 
welcomes diversity amongst all learners. 
It presumes that the aim of inclusive edu-
cation is to eliminate social exclusion re-
sulting from attitudes and responses to 
diversity in race, social class, ethnicity, 
religion, gender and ability. As such, it 
starts from the belief that education is a 
basic human right and the foundation for 
a more just society. In this sense, it is the 
means of ensuring that Education for All 
really does mean all.” (UNESCO 2008, p. 5).

The original objective of inclusive ed-
ucation is however not limited to the 
possible consideration of all potentially 
marginalized groups during the devel-
opment of the education system in the 
sense of a genuine “Education for All.” 
Rather, it is about completely and finally 



bb-Issue: Research on VET in Germany – present topics and results 

berufsbildung Special Issue 1 (2015) 47

saying goodbye to the various classifica-
tions and segmentations of children and 
young people with different living and 
learning conditions: Inclusive education 
wants to provide optimal education to 
each child, unconditionally, and on the 
basis of his or her individual skills, poten-
tials, and needs!

This widened perception of inclusive 
education simultaneously leads to a con-
siderable increase of its potential impact 
and range. From this perspective, inclu-
sive education can also be regarded as an 
important contribution to addressing the 
challenges of demographic change. Ped-
agogical considerations and ethical and 
moral obligations for equal opportunities 
in terms of basic human rights are with-
out question still the core arguments be-
hind the commitment towards inclusive 
education. At the same time however, it 
seems necessary to reflect upon inclusive 
education from a social and economic 
perspective and to examine its potential 
relevance regarding complex current and 
future challenges such as globalization or 
demographic change.

The challenges of demographic 
change

According to the recent population pro-
jection by the German Federal Statistical 
Office, the population in Germany will 
change dramatically in the coming years 
and decades (Statistisches Bundesamt 2009a, 

2009b, 2011). By the middle of this cen-
tury, Germany’s population will decline 
by 20% from currently 80 million to 65 
million. Every seventh German citizen 
will then be over 80 years old (around 
9 million people). The biggest economic 
challenge, however, lies in the projected 
decline in the working age population 
from currently 50 million to 33 million 
(a 34% decline). Then, 67 pensioners 
will be counted for every 100 persons 
of working age. These kinds of (similar) 
worrying developments can also be ex-
pected in the education realm: The num-
ber of pupils in general education schools 
in Germany will decline by 1.8 million or 
20% during the next ten years alone. The 
student decline in secondary schools will 
even be higher at approximately 30% 
during the same period.

In this situation, and with a clear 
shortage of junior employees to fill po-
sitions in the coming decades, Germany 
still clings to an educational system that 
permits many children and young people 
neither an optimal individual support nor 
adequate participation in the labor mar-
ket when it comes to equal occupational 
opportunities.

General schools in Germany are at-
tended by around 9 million pupils 
(school year 2009-10) (Autorengruppe Bil-

dungsberichterstattung 2010). The proportion 
of children with a migration background 
in the secondary Hauptschul-System 
averages 43%, while in the Gymnasi-
um school track that qualifies graduates 
for university study, it is only 23%. And 
while the proportion of children without 
German nationality at the Gymnasium is 
merely 4%, in the schools for children 
with special education needs, foreign 
children are clearly over-represented.

Although specific conditions must 
certainly be taken into account in these 
schools, the total of about 400,000 pupils 
at the 3,500 German schools for children 
with special education needs have only 
limited career perspectives: more than 
75% of these children finish their school 
career without CSE. For them, future 
prospects are particularly bleak. Increas-
ingly, children from German families with 
low educational backgrounds who have 
resigned because of unemployment, 
poverty, and declining participation op-
portunities and who can’t see the sense 
in a good school education are being af-
fected by the sorting-out mechanisms of 
our traditional education system. Also, 
when it comes to particularly strong 
skills and talents (keyword: giftedness), 
the present education system in Ger-
many doesn’t sufficiently respond to the 
needs involved in optimally supporting 
and qualifying children in accordance 
with their individual potential.

An enormous and urgently needed 
knowledge and skill potential remains 
unexploited. This is because Germany 
still gives preference to a traditional con-
cept of a multi-unit, hierarchically grad-
ed school system that typically doesn’t 
build on skills and capacities, but rather 
on the deficits of children and young 
people while neglecting their individual 
potential.

Inclusive education as a solution

However, inclusive education structures 
that are based on the individual skills 
and needs of each child and that strive 
for a high-quality education for all chil-
dren and young people, regardless of 
gender, origin, social or economic living 
conditions, disabilities, or special educa-
tion needs, are effectively able to address 
the negative side effects of demographic 
change. Only under these conditions is 
the development of all existing potential 
possible. At the same time, inclusive edu-
cation schools are an inevitable prerequi-
site for equality, social participation, and 
occupational self-realization. 

The concept of inclusive education 
would, however, only be minimally effec-
tive and sustainable if it were terminated 
suddenly after general school education. 
And in fact, it is of great relevance for 
vocational education in Germany, most 
notably in how it stands (1) at the tran-
sition from school to apprenticeship or 
work and (2) in the field of vocational ed-
ucation, where the appropriate consid-
eration of individual needs, potentials, 
and skills of young people as well as the 
optimization of (infra)structures and the 
training of teachers and instructors are 
needed in a comparable manner such as 
that found in the general school system. 
And against the background of growing 
cultural diversity within our society, the 
promotion of intercultural competence 
will increasingly gain importance in the 
field of vocational education. 

Inclusive education concepts for the 
school-to-work transition and for voca-
tional education are increasingly being 
discussed, as the “inclusion issue” con-
tinues to move more and more to the 
center of the debate – for example in re-
gard to lifelong learning as an important 
approach in the sector of occupational 
development. Here, the focus remains 
on the integration of people with disa-
bilities; this simplistic vision of inclusion 
must also be overcome in the field of vo-
cational education. 

A promising approach for implement-
ing inclusive strategies on the basis of a 
widened understanding of inclusion is 
currently under development at the Dis-
trict Crafts Association Hellweg-Lippe 
(Kreishandwerkerschaft Hellweg-Lippe), 
the professional representation agency 
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of craft enterprises in the German city of 
Hamm and districts of Soest and Unna. 
The idea behind this initiative is the me-
dium-term establishment of a “Center of 
the German Crafts for Inclusion and Di-
versity.” The goals of this initiative can be 
summarized as follows:
• raise awareness about the challenges 

of demographic change and the re-
lated social and economic challeng-
es (e.g. lack of skilled workers) with a 
particular focus on the developments 
in the field of crafts

• raise awareness for “inclusion” and 
“diversity” as key concepts to address 
these challenges 

• raise awareness for the potential 
benefits of inclusive education in 
school, vocational school, and ap-
prenticeships

• staff training for instructors and crafts 
masters in the fields of “inclusion” 
and “diversity”

• training for apprentices and company 
employees in the areas of “diversity” 
and “intercultural competence”

• networking and joining forces of all 
relevant actors and organizations in 
this area

• generating a “think tank” to develop 
new models, projects, and programs 
in the areas of “inclusion” and “diver-
sity”

• planning, implementation and evalu-
ation of appropriate projects with a 
particular focus on apprentices and 
trainees
The District Crafts Association Hell-

weg-Lippe with approximately 3,200 
member companies having over 45,000 
employees and 4,500 supervised appren-
tices per year is one of the largest pro-
viders of commercial and technical voca-
tional education and training in the Ger-
man state of North Rhine-Westphalia. 
With the planned establishment of the 
“Center of the German Crafts for Inclu-
sion and Diversity,” the District Crafts 
Association Hellweg-Lippe is one of the 
pioneers and trailblazers for inclusive ed-
ucation in the field of vocational training.

Dr. Peter Sicking
Former CEO of the Peter Ustinov Foun-
dation
peter@sicking-web.de
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Transitions in Vocational Education

The challenge of successful transitions 
is as old as vocational education it-

self. After all, how could Kerschensteiner 
or Spranger have developed their voca-
tional education theories without the 
promise (or at least the hope) of vo-
cational education ultimately leading 
to a successful career choice? And this 
means not only “a” career, but the career 
where a young man or woman can find 
the right profession, seizing its opportu-
nities and rising to fulfill its challenges. 
Even Spranger’s adolescent psychology 
and its different “life forms” clearly in-
clude a theory of occupational selection. 
This issue was missing in authoritative so-
cieties such as the Third Reich and East 
Germany. Here, individual selection of a 
profession was of less importance, with 
the greater issue being that every person 
knew their place in society and contribut-
ed towards its advancement. Individual 
desires didn’t matter.

They do however increasingly move 
to the forefront when naïve, oversimpli-
fied concepts of “progress” start to dete-
riorate, and when the outlooks for tech-
nical and economic development, job 
markets, qualification requirements, and 
forms of employment become increas-
ingly uncertain. Then individuals have 
to take charge of their own professional 
pathway. Here, the career path has to be 
intensively managed, and continually re-
oriented; this is where individualization 
really starts to matter. This phenomenon 
has been noticeable now for a few dec-
ades, even as it continues to change. In 
the 1960s the discussion started about 
whether we will continue to have “jobs 
for life” or whether changing professions 
will become the norm. And this has been 
reflected in the concepts for business and 
employment studies in German second-
ary schools; vocational preparatory and 
basic education years; later on in lifelong 
learning programs; in key qualification 
concepts and competencies; as well as in 
the transitional system in Germany be-

Abstract:
Using different theoretical ap-
proaches, the following will take a 
closer look at the transitions in vo-
cational education, relating them to 
the current situation in Germany. It 
will be seen that these transitions 
need continued attention. The futu-
re will require a change in terms of 
educational concepts as well as what 
is being offered when it comes to 
training. This will be a key element 
in continuing to improve transition 
processes.

From: “Transitions in Vocational Education” 
(berufsbildung, 2011, 129)

Manfred Eckert

tween secondary school and the work-
ing world that has developed greatly over 
nearly 30 years.

All of these issues have been roundly 
addressed. They don’t require another 
VET journal for their discussion, although 
it should be noted that their situation has 
in fact notably changed in recent years. 
Lack of apprenticeship opportunities is 
no longer a key issue. A greater focus is 
now on demographic shift and a short-
age of skilled labor. This causes compa-
nies to offer training positions to those 
academically weaker young men and 
women who previously might not have 
been taken into consideration, which in 
turn is reflected in the supply-demand 
relation in the German government’s re-
port on VET. Chances here become much 
better for young applicants who are en-
tering the training/employment world for 
the first time, or are shifting into it from 
other backgrounds. This overall situation 
is leading to upheavals that, because 
they improve the opportunities for young 
men and women, are being warmly wel-
comed by the VET world. For instance, 
the criticism of “lack of trainability” is 
no longer the argument against offering 
training or jobs to young men and wom-
en that a company wasn’t going to hire 
in the first place. “Lack of trainability” 
now casts light on a real problem: How 
can weaker young men and women be 
brought up to speed in a manner allow-
ing them to successfully take on the chal-
lenges of vocational education, instead 
of being overwhelmed by it and winding 
up as a waste of a company’s time and 
money? This is where the new challenges 
lie – as well as the concepts to address 
them. They aim at the improvement in 
transitions, making the most of existing 
resources, optimizing the vocational ed-
ucation performance of companies, and 
strengthening those currently making 
the transition between school and the 
working world. This will be the focus of 
the following.
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Transition models

A closer look shows that two different 
views of transitions developed in the 
past: (1) a psychotechnic model, and 
(2) a biographically accentuated model. 
The psychotechnic model assumes that 
transitions have to be achieved via the 
“right connections”; a key idea here is 
“passability.” This is a socio-technologi-
cally oriented model: systems that take 
in trainees set requirements, and sys-
tems that put them into the working 
world need to make sure their graduates 
meet them. This thinking is found in a 
number of points such as the debate on 
an applicant’s suitability to enter into trai-
ning, in determining an applicant’s skills 
and abilities, and entrance exams. Here 
it’s certain that a good idea is checking in 
advance whether an applicant is the right 
choice or not. This thinking follows the 
psychotechnic tradition, a concept deve-
loped nearly a century ago by Münster-
berg: In industrial or military contexts, 
people were sought who could fulfill 
important tasks as quickly as possible 
and with a minimum of training. When 
performing in risky situations, “success-
ful failure” simply cannot be something 
new, or even an option.

This is different in vocational educa-
tion. Training generally lasts three years, 
and involves a long-term learning and 
training program that gradually builds 
competencies and experiences as career 
development processes reach fruition. 
The entire period of training is a socializa-
tion process and a biographic transitional 
phase between school and company em-
ployment. This phase contains a handful 
of developmental tasks for young men 
and women. The job of instructors and 
teaching staff at vocational schools in-
volves didactically constructing a step-
by-step complex of challenges that are 
custom-fit to the trainees. Encouraging 
trainees to “seek and find” is an essential 
part of the program, which should also 
include a determination of competen-
cies via dialogue and evaluation. “Pass-
ability” also comes into play here, albeit 
from another, more dynamic perspective. 
Requirements need to be done in accord-
ance with the current developmental 
state of the young men and women; they 
need to challenge but not overwhelm. 
To put it another way, adaptivity, a term 

from the field of diversity management, 
is essential. Here, work requirements and 
forms are adapted to employees coming 
from different cultures. Adaptivity re-
quires an employer to provide identifia-
ble room for creative action. This is a re-
update of an idea that Rauner introduced 
into the VET discussion years ago. Its ba-
sic thinking also applies to the processes 
in VET; they need to be formed. Its re-
quirements and organizational forms are 
in no way shaped by inherent necessities 
resulting from organizational structures 
or technological developments. Work 
and learning forms need to be harmo-
nized with the needs and requirements 
of learners and employees. This require-
ment without question is also guided by 
human resource factors.

Providing effective transitions

Kell and Kutscha started including the 
transitional model from ecological so-
cialization research (Bronfenbrenner 1981) 
into the discussion on transitions in the 
1980s.

According to this model, quality ca-
reer transitions open people up to the 
world around them and promote per-
sonal developmental processes. Here, 
it’s assumed that young people benefit 
from being introduced to and support-
ed (microsystem) by as many appropri-
ate action contexts as possible via sta-
bile social relationships. They also par-
tially encounter the social world though 
the experiences of the people around 
them – the working world through the 
parents, the school world through their 
siblings, the stories their grandparents 
tell them, etc. The right kinds of insights 
have to be opened to them (exosystem). 
If young people are simultaneously ac-
tive in several social systems – e.g. at dif-
ferent learning locations – they improve 
their chance to learn and develop pro-
vided that these systems contain caring, 
supportive people that cooperate with 
one another (mesosystem). This is also 
true for transitions that occur over time. 
These promote development in particu-
lar when they are networked with one 
another, and when participation in the 
social system temporally overlaps. Im-
portant here are pre-existing information 
and experiences, as well as people that 

provide a “bridge” function between the 
releasing and receiving systems. Transi-
tion compatibilities are also important for 
the own career and the professional de-
velopment. Put another way: “Jumping 
right into the deep end” – as the saying 
goes – is completely outdated according 
to this model. On the other hand, transi-
tions, even those that are well prepared, 
always represent new requirements that 
need to be successfully overcome and 
that comprise an important part of per-
sonal development. These need to be in-
dividually well prepared and customized 
towards the young person’s respective 
abilities.

This is where the new problem and 
task challenges begin for trainers. At the 
start of training, the individual trainee 
shows up to the company as a “clean 
slate,” while at the same time bring-
ing his/her own individual career and 
social background. There’s no test that 
can properly identify these individual 
preconditions. So this is where a solid, 
unbiased observational ability and a di-
alogue-based training can be very help-
ful in allowing both trainer and trainee 
to equally and constructively contribute 
to the overall experience. Although these 
are not new concepts, they can in fact be 
expanded upon. They supersede the old 
form of confrontative education where 
young trainees were thrown into compa-
ny interaction forms and started out in 
the boring role of “helpers.” Things are 
different now. But with that being said, 
the trainer continues to be the pedagogi-
cal actor who has to “teach” young men 
and women the reality of new and spe-
cific interaction forms within a company. 
How to work together with colleagues, 
and corresponding rules and expecta-
tions need to be learned. This is the ten-
sion found in the school-company transi-
tion which will never fully go away.

Transition time frames

A technical transitional action model as-
sumes that action situations line up one 
behind the other like a string of pearls. 
Like two pearls in this chain, these situ-
ations are separate and have little to do 
with one another. Phenomenological ob-
servations (Merleau-Ponty 1966; Schutz 1974) 
however see this differently. Situations 
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exist within time-based contexts. They 
have a biographical story and thrive on 
how they always include a future orienta-
tion. And in no way are they completely 
rational and goal oriented. Instead, they 
have wide horizons and are relatively 
open towards their outcomes. This can 
be seen with the career choice, which in-
volves all kinds of information gathering, 
experiences, learning about yourself, 
and trying new things. All of these are 
interwoven with one another to create a 
complex individual biographical process 
whose end (hopefully) results in a good 
career choice and entry into the working 
world. Only in retrospect does the indi-
vidual “logic” of this process become vi-
sible. This is why two perspectives are 
especially important in transitional situ-
ations: the context with the own biogra-
phy that has developed so far (“Why is so-
mething right for me at this time?”), and 
the own biographical future (“Where is 
something going to take me?”). As a re-
sult, during the processes of transitioning 
into the next career stage, the question is 
not only “What’s the right fit for me and 
what am I good at?” (essential element: 
determining aptitudes), but also “What 
can and do I want to develop into? What 
is the framework for my professional fu-
ture – what can and should I become?” 
(essential element: biographic orientati-
on). From an action theory perspective 
(Schutz 1974), the subjective meaning of 
action emerges that we commonly para-
phrase with the term “motivation.” From 
this grows the personal strength neces-
sary to get the self involved in the deve-
lopment of the own biography to meet 
challenges and overcome adversity.

Being aware of transitional 
process character

Transitions are individually running deve-
lopmental processes. This is clear from 
everyday life. Separations are one ex-
ample of this. They emerge slowly, are 
completed via time-consuming steps, 
basically require long re-orientation pro-
cesses, and come to completion after a 
time, perhaps in a phase of new stability. 
Choosing a career is similar to this. And 
an important factor here is that this pro-
cess is not only individually different in 

terms of content, but when it comes to 
its time frame as well. 

Young men and women who are the 
same age might be at completely differ-
ent phases of selecting a career: While 
everything is crystal clear and final for 
one person, another might not have the 
vaguest idea of where to go or what to 
do. This becomes a problem when this 
kind of heterogeneous group is made the 
same offers at the same points in time. 
Here, visits to companies outside of the 
selected profession are boring to those 
who have already decided what they 
are going to do, while those still looking 
around could find this type of offer to 
be very helpful. An apprenticeship at the 
“right” company can be exciting, while 
at the “wrong” company it can pull a 
young person down. What this means is 
that taking care of young people as they 
make their transition from school to the 
working world – regardless of their back-
ground – needs to be highly individual-
ized, or should at least offer the chance 
to try out individual search and decision 
strategies. Organizing collective process-
es without (1) keeping these necessary 
individualizations in mind and (2) offering 
the right kinds of action opportunities is 
most likely doomed to failure.

Model tests, model projects, and 
other innovations

All kinds of model tests aim at promo-
ting transitional processes. In the field 
that looks at the transition between 
school and profession, just about all of 
the German Länder have projects under-
way whose goal is to prepare these kinds 
of transitions and make them as smooth-
ly running as possible (Lippegaus-Grunau, 

Mahl & Stolz 2010). The federal Berufsstart, 
Berufsstart plus, and Perspektive Berufs-
abschluss model tests in Germany that 
deal with among other things regional 
transitional management also belong to 
this context as they aim at new, strongly 
individualized management of transitio-
nal processes via personal development 
opportunities. This occurs through a con-
ceptualization or making the most out of 
new learning experience offers in social 
learning contexts, as well as in career-re-
lated and company learning and educa-
tional programs.

The complaint often arises that model 
tests and projects are a flash in the pan. 
They burn hot and brightly, and fade 
quickly. But current transitional projects 
are making increasingly clear that new 
educational concepts and offers are re-
quired. After all, traditional school or-
ganizations and other educational insti-
tutions with their fixation on the inter-
nal school curriculum are not sufficiently 
preparing students for the challenges of 
life. Mobility, flexibility, and self-manage-
ment of the own career (including per-
sonal stability) are key factors that are an 
absolute must in today’s school organiza-
tion. They will live on far longer than any 
federal, state, or local project, because 
these days, they are utterly essential.
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