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FOCUS ON:
Dual Education: a bridge over troubled waters?

Work experience is highly valued by firms, and lack of such experience therefore constitutes a major obstacle for first-time
jobseekers. Many young people are trapped in a vicious circle: they cannot find a first job, but they cannot get a job because
they do not have any work experience. Apprenticeships are proven to have a large-scale impact on youth employment
promotion, and are a major reason for the low levels of youth unemployment in some European countries1.

In both the Rethinking Education communication2 and the 2013 youth unemployment communication3, the European
Commission called on the Member States to step up their efforts in developing world-class vocational education and
training to raise the quality of vocational skills, and in promoting work-based learning, including quality traineeships,
apprenticeships and dual systems4. Similarly, the European Parliament (EP), following a request by the Culture and Education
Committee (CULT), published a study which examines the strengths and weaknesses of dual education and explores policy
developments in the EU-28 in relation to the introduction and/or improvement of this type of learning.

Background
Besides being ‘the instrument both of the all-round development of the human person and of that person’s participation in
social life’ (UNESCO), education and training are key determinants to youth employment outcomes: they can provide young
people with the right skills and attitudes to prepare them for the world of work and therefore facilitate the school-to-work
transition.

How can a country successfully move its young people from education to employment? What are the problems? Which
interventions work? How can these be scaled up?

These and other pertinent issues are addressed in the study commissioned by the EP: ‘Dual Education: a bridge over
troubled waters?5’ The aim of this EU-wide study, is to provide the EP Committee on Culture and Education with concise
data on the state of play of vocational education and training (VET) in the Member States (MSs) to serve as background
information for ongoing and upcoming debates on the new generation of education and training programmes.

More specifically, the study addresses the following aspects:

 the main obstacles hampering the implementation of dual education in some MSs;

 why some MSs decide to implement/not to implement dual education systems;

 establishing links between excellence in VET, dual education and economic growth;

 identified trends and changes in dual education; and

 innovative approaches on how to foster and increase the attractiveness of this type of education.

The study explores the strengths and weaknesses of dual education/apprenticeships and explores policy developments
within the context of countries’ own educational, social and economic characteristics. It also presents examples of good
practice that may be of interest to countries looking to develop their vocational education and training offer6.

This Briefing condenses the main features of the study, with a particular focus on the conclusions and recommendations.

1 Global Employment Trends for Youth 2013. A generation at risk. ILO, 2013.
2 Rethinking Education: Investing in skills for better socio-economic outcomes (COM(2012)0669).
3 Working together for Europe’s young people - A call to action on youth unemployment (COM(2013)0447).
4 Combination of apprenticeships in a company and vocational education at an educational institution. More information can

be found in the 2011 CEDEFOP report on the benefits of VET.
5 By  ICF International: Stelina Chatzichristou, Daniela Ulicna, Ilona Murphy, Anette Curth
6 The secondary data analysis covered all 28 MSs. Primary data collection focused on a selection of 10 MSs: CZ, DE, EL, FI, FR,

IT, NL, PT, PL, UK (England).

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/529072/IPOL_STU(2014)529072_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/529072/IPOL_STU(2014)529072_EN.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/youth_en.pdf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/5510_en.pdf
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What is dual education? Understanding the definitions used and their differences
The term ‘dual education’ is widely used as an umbrella term, referring to the fact that teaching and learning in VET is
characterised by ‘duality’ in two regards:

 the duality of learning venues (schools/VET providers and training companies), sharing the responsibility of
providing theoretical and practical training; and

 the duality of actors (public and private actors), sharing the responsibility for VET policy and practice.

The duality of the learning venues is the basis for the definitions used in European and international literature. According to
UNESCO7, the ‘dual education system is called “dual” because it combines apprenticeships in a company and vocational
education at a vocational school into one course’. At the company, the apprentice receives practical training, which is
supplemented by theoretical instruction at the vocational school. According to Cedefop8, dual education concerns
‘education or training combining periods in an educational institution or training centre and in the workplace’. Cedefop also
refers to dual education as alternance training, underlining that the term ‘dual education’ may be used interchangeably with
‘alternance training’, ‘apprenticeships’ or ‘work-based learning’. There are, however, some small but significant differences
between these terms, as they differ with regard to the two aspects mentioned above.

Due to their pedagogical and economic potential, apprenticeships and similar schemes are currently in the spotlight among
both policymakers and researchers9. The difficult situation of young people on the labour market today requires solutions
that support school-to-work transition. A great deal of hope is placed in the development of apprenticeships and work-
based learning more generally.

While all MSs have programmes that integrate work-based learning, their scale, popularity and outcomes vary greatly. There
is no single model for apprenticeships, and apprenticeships are far from being a core track of VET in most MSs.

State of play of dual education across the EU
There is at least one pathway offering a systematic combination of work-based and school-based learning in the vast
majority of MSs. However, the positioning of these pathways with regard to the remainder of education and training varies
greatly. While MSs are reforming their VET systems and integrating work-based learning, the variety of starting points, in
addition to the social and economic context, makes it impossible for all countries to aim for the same model in the short
term. Employers’ buy-in and positive social perception of apprenticeships are crucial for their large-scale deployment. Given
the variety of systems, changes require time and need to be made progressively.

The EP study identified four main types of tracks in vocational education and training, and discussed their strengths and
challenges. It proposed a different set of recommendations for each of the types.

1) Fully fledged apprenticeships

The key characteristics of this type of vocational education and training (VET) system are:

 Apprenticeships are part of formal education and result in a nationally recognised certificate. The certificates/
qualifications obtained are also often linked with access to qualified personnel status;

 The content of enterprise-based training is determined jointly by governments, representatives of employers’
organisations and trade unions;

 Apprentices have a clear status, they receive remuneration, and there are clearly defined rights and obligations for
all parties involved (apprentice, company, training centre and others);

 Training costs are shared between the government and employers (the government covers the school-based
component; employers finance the enterprise-based training);

 While other forms of vocational education exist in these countries, apprenticeships are a major track when it comes
to participation and also social perception of this form of learning.

This type of VET system corresponds to the situation in Austria, Germany and Denmark, for example.

Its main strengths are:

 It offers the benefits of work-based learning to a large number of students and companies;

 Apprenticeships have a strong school-to-work transition and result in relatively good employment rates;

7 Terminology of Technical and Vocational education
8 Terminology of European education and training policy
9 Apprenticeships are a proven system of learning for work in Austria, Denmark, Germany and Switzerland. In these

countries, low youth unemployment is often attributed to the effectiveness of this system, which successfully provides
large numbers of young people with quality education and training for the recognised qualifications required by
enterprises. ILO (2011b).

http://books.google.de/books/about/Terminology_of_Technical_and_Vocational.html?id=BTo6nQEACAAJ&redir_esc=y%20(cited%2020/2/14)
http://www.eqavet.eu/qa/gns/glossary/a/alternance-training.aspx
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 They are attractive and well known among young people, parents and companies;

 There is strong co-ownership of VET by the business sector, which ensures that qualifications and training are up to
date and well aligned with labour market needs;

 The systems have a long tradition through which robust quality assurance mechanisms have been developed.

However, these systems also face some challenges:

 They are strongly dependent on the supply of apprenticeship placements from the business sector. At times of
economic instability or downturn, the number of places offered may drop while the demand from students remains
the same. This creates competition and means that these young people have to be placed in other types of
programmes;

 They require sufficient ‘apprenticeship readiness’. Students need to be able to find an employer who is willing to
offer them an apprenticeship which requires certain skills. At the same time, they need to demonstrate very rapidly
that they possess the basic behaviours and attitudes required in the workplace.

 This results in a situation where those young people facing the greatest disadvantages are the least likely to find an
apprenticeship placement;

 Companies in these systems have to be able to provide apprentices with a broad range of skills so as to prepare
them for a full qualification. This means that they need to have the required technical and human resources, which
can be challenging. Collaborative solutions between several companies may therefore be needed.

2) Apprenticeships as a parallel track to other forms of VET

In countries such as France, Netherlands, Italy, Poland and the United Kingdom, apprenticeships exist but they are not the
main VET track. These countries often combine apprenticeships with school-based VET (types 3 and 4). Two different
situations have been identified:

 Apprenticeships lead to the same qualifications as school-based VET. They are an alternative, yet equivalent,
pathway to other forms of VET (e.g. in FR, NL); or

 Apprenticeships result in a specific certificate that is not the same as that obtained in VET schools (IT, PL, UK).

In these countries, apprenticeships share some of the key characteristics of systems with fully fledged apprenticeships
(students’ status, contract, remuneration), but apprenticeships are less popular among learners and companies.

The main strengths of this type of system are:

 It is easier to match the supply of placements with the demand from the side of learners given the existence of
school-based tracks;

 Transition tracks exist between school-based VET and apprenticeships, giving learners the possibility to change
orientation during their studies;

 Apprenticeships can target specific sectors which have the greatest potential for creation of apprenticeship
placements.

The main challenges in these countries are:

 How to scale up apprenticeships;

 How to create a positive perception of apprenticeships among learners and parents;

 Sometimes apprenticeships tend to be concentrated in traditional sectors (crafts, manufacturing), while skills gaps
can exist in other growth sectors in the country.

3) Strong elements of work-based learning in school-based programmes

In countries such as Finland, France or the Netherlands 10, school-based training remains the main form of VET, but work-
based learning is systematically integrated into programmes. In-company training periods are compulsory and correspond
to a substantial period of time.

The main strengths of these VET tracks are:

 It is easier to engage new employers not used to providing training to young people, as they do not have to commit
to a paid position for a long period of time (as in apprenticeships);

 These tracks offer a good solution to young people who lack apprenticeship readiness. Young people are exposed
to a work-based environment progressively;

 Work-based learning is offered to a broad range of students and it is less selective than fully fledged
apprenticeships;

10 All these countries also have apprenticeships as a parallel track (type 2).
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 The fact that learners are exposed to different companies during their studies enables them to gain experience of a
range of jobs and company environments.

The main challenges are:

 Schools need to develop strong networks of local companies. This is a relatively new responsibility for schools and
they find it difficult to reach out to employers;

 The quality of work-based learning and how it is combined with school-based learning may be an issue. The on-the-
job learning periods only last for a few weeks (albeit several times per year) and do not always offer a sufficiently
stimulating and supportive learning environment;

 School-to-work transition is somewhat longer than in apprenticeships, as companies are less likely to systematically
hire their trainees.

4) Fully school-based VET

Some countries have VET systems which are in the very early stages of integrating work-based learning (for example the
Czech Republic, Slovakia). The vast majority of VET is fully school-based, which creates a number of challenges:

 Absence of cooperation between schools and companies;

 Employers’ lack of understanding of apprenticeships and similar modes of learning. Employers fail to see the
benefits for themselves of these forms of learning for young people;

 Employers lack readiness to train young people for a full qualification (not just company-specific skills);

 These systems also face issues regarding outdated curricula, school equipment and teacher competence.

Recommendations from the study
In order to be responsive to labour market requirements, training and skills development strategies should ensure that
training provision includes both technical and core skills for employability11 that are applicable across occupations,
enterprises and sectors. However, given the variety of starting points, countries need different transition stages to develop
good quality apprenticeships that are available for a substantial number of learners. Increasing awareness of VET
programmes in all fields among employers, and promoting their involvement in the design and supply of work-based
learning, is paramount in this context.

FULLY SCHOOL-BASED
SYSTEMS

SYSTEMS COMBINING
WORK-BASED LEARNING
AND SCHOOL-BASED VET

APPRENTICESHIPS AS A
PARALLEL TRACK

FULLY FLEDGED
APPRENTICESHIPS

Work in parallel:

1) Develop apprenticeships
as an alternative track in
selected sectors. These
should be sectors with
favourable conditions for
apprenticeships.

2) Provide incentives to
offer in-company training in
the rest of school-based
VET. Progressively ensure
that on-the-job learning is a
requirement.

Progressively increase the
proportion of work-based
learning.

Focus on the quality of
work-based learning and
how it is combined with
school-based education.

Encourage schools to
develop long-term
networks with local
companies.

Scale-up apprenticeships
attracting new employers.

Expand apprenticeships to
different sectors and levels.

Focus also on growth
sectors in non-traditional
sectors.

Ensure qualifications are
nationally recognised.

Encourage diversity in
recruitment to
apprenticeships.

Support learners who lack
apprenticeship readiness.

Improve progression
opportunities to other levels
and forms of education and
training.

Keeping up investments in work-based learning pays off, as they have been proven to significantly improve the
employability prospects of young people in some MSs. For instance, in DK, CZ, DE, NL and AT, VET students experience a
better transition from school to work12. Provision in the European Union budget is earmarked to support this process:
Member States can use the European Social Fund13, the Youth Employment Initiative14 and the Erasmus+15 programme to
further improve the quality and efficiency of vocational education and training systems.

11 For example communication, teamwork and problem-solving skills. ILO (2011b).
12 See also CEDEFOP (2012), From education to working life: the labour market outcomes of vocational education and

training.
13 http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp.
14 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=1829.

http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=1829
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List of Abbreviations

Cedefop

CULT

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training

European Parliament Culture and Education Committee

CZ Czech Republic

DE Germany

EL Greece

EP European Parliament

EU European Union

FI Finland

FR France

ILO International Labour Organisation

IT Italy

MSs Member States

NL The Netherlands

PL Poland

PT Portugal

UK United Kingdom

VET Vocational Education and Training

Disclaimer This document is provided to Members of the European Parliament and their staff in support of their
parliamentary duties, and does not necessarily represent the views of the European Parliament. It should
not be considered as being exhaustive.

Author Ana Maria Nogueira, Research Administrator, Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies.

Feedback If you wish to give us your feedback please e-mail the Poldep-Cohesion Secretariat:
poldep-cohesion@ep.europa.eu

Policy Department B Within the European Parliament’s Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Policy Department B is the
research unit which supplies technical expertise to the following five parliamentary Committees:
Agriculture and Rural Development; Culture and Education; Fisheries; Regional Development; Transport
and Tourism. Expertise is provided either in-house or externally.

All CULT publications:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies

15 http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/index_en.htm.

mailto:poldep-cohesion@ep.europa.eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/studies
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/index_en.htm

