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Foreword

This publication was prepared as part of the Cedefop project ‘VET excellence and
inclusion for the 21st century’. The purpose of this research is to deepen the
understanding by the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training
(Cedefop) of the interaction between the broad policy objectives of excellence and
inclusion. The study should be considered the third step in a long-term research
strategy aiming to achieve a better understanding of the future of vocational
education, training and learning in Europe. The research takes into consideration
developments over the past 25 years in the 27 EU Member States, Iceland,
Norway and the United Kingdom. It builds on the insights acquired from the
‘Changing nature and role of VET in Europe’ and ‘Future of VET’ projects.
The research is divided into three separate but interlinked themes:
(a) mapping how national vocational education and training (VET) systems have
addressed the objectives of excellence and inclusion;
(b) exploring the conceptual foundations of these objectives and how they inform
practical policies and reforms;
(c) examining the emerging role and characteristics of higher VET and beyond
and how these influence the objectives of excellence and inclusion.

This report focuses on analysing national VET objectives and priorities and
examining how these are reflected in national policy documents and standards
promoting excellence and inclusion. It aims to provide a comprehensive historical
overview not only of the extent to which policy documents reflect and combine
excellence and inclusion but also of whether excellence and inclusion contradict
or complement each other.

The results of the research demonstrate that national policy documents have
increasingly focused on the policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion
over the past 25 years, although not always using these terms explicitly. Overall,
a shift from a narrower to a broader understanding of the concepts can be
observed. Although the concept of ‘inclusive excellence’ in VET is emerging, it has
yet to be adopted in national policy documents. The research also shows that
balancing excellence and inclusion in VET policies is crucial to ensuring that all
individuals, regardless of their backgrounds or abilities, have access to high-quality
education and training opportunities. Achieving such a balance requires policies
and programmes that simultaneously promote high-quality training outcomes and
address issues of equity and accessibility. Policymakers at the European level
should reflect on whether measures put in place (either as part of the VET system


https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/vet-excellence-and-inclusion-21st-century
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/vet-excellence-and-inclusion-21st-century

Foreword

or on their own) truly promote both objectives. Evidently, peer learning across
countries can contribute to a better understanding of how to operationalise these
concepts and implement them at the national level.

In the coming years, vocational excellence and inclusion will remain critical
policy objectives for Europe, especially given challenges like the green and digital
transitions, an ageing workforce, migration and rising social inequalities. We
therefore hope the current research will support the development of a European
strategy for VET that aims to increase the attractiveness, excellence and
inclusiveness of VET, as highlighted in the recently launched ‘union of skills’ plan.

Jurgen Siebel Loukas Zahilas
Executive Director Head of the Department for
VET and qualifications
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Executive summary

The study

The project ‘European VET for the 21st century: the balancing of excellence and
inclusion’ constitutes the third component of a long-term research strategy aiming
to achieve a better understanding of the future of vocational education and training
(VET) in Europe. It builds on the results of the European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) projects entitled ‘Changing nature
and role of VET in Europe’ (2015-2018) and ‘Future of VET’ (2019-2022) and tries
to deepen Cedefop’s understanding of the interaction between the broad
objectives of ‘vocational excellence’ and ‘inclusion’ in VET in Europe.

This publication is the result of the first strand of the overall project and is titled
'Evolving national VET objectives and priorities — excellence and/or inclusion'. It
provides an overview of how European countries address the objectives of
excellence and inclusion and how VET policies have evolved over time. The study
covers 30 countries: the 27 EU Member States, Iceland, Norway and the United
Kingdom. It is underpinned by the following research questions.

(a) How have the objectives of excellence and inclusion been addressed in
national policy documents over the past 25 years?

(b) To what extent have priorities and objectives linked to excellence and inclusion
triggered and influenced reforms and practical policies?

(i) Have they influenced learning outcome expectations (in standards and
curricula)?

(i) Have they affected resource allocation and distribution?
(iii) Have they influenced individual learning opportunities?
(iv) Have they influenced sectoral policies?

(c) To what extent do policies on excellence and inclusion contradict or
complement each other?

Analytical framework and methodology

An exploratory analysis was conducted to examine how the concepts of ‘vocational
excellence’ and ‘inclusion’ have been shaped and have developed as policy
objectives at the European level over the past 25 years and how they have
changed in the academic and policy-related international research literature. The
results show that there is no clear and universally accepted definition of the two
concepts. Instead, they are multifaceted, defined in various ways and influenced
by various theoretical perspectives, assumptions and positions of stakeholders
involved. In some cases, only one aspect of vocational excellence or inclusion is
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emphasised. This leads to a rather narrow understanding of the concept in
question, as opposed to a broader understanding that encompasses various
related aspects and refers to different dimensions of VET. In a broader or holistic
approach, they are considered essential components of an effective education
system, mutually enforcing each other. They help create an environment in which
all learners can flourish (highlighting aspects and principles such as high quality,
diversity, equity and empowerment). The concept of ‘inclusive excellence’ is
increasingly promoted as a framework that addresses all levels, components and
aspects of VET as part of skills ecosystems and takes economic, social and
educational aims and values into account.

The results of this exploratory analysis informed the development of an
analytical framework that also draws on the ‘three-perspective model’ (comprising
a socioeconomic or labour market perspective, an epistemological and
pedagogical perspective and an education system perspective) developed and
refined in previous Cedefop studies. For the purposes of this study, it was
necessary to adapt this model and focus on selected dimensions and aspects
related to vocational excellence and inclusion (referred to as ‘signals’).

The analytical framework forms the basis for the development of the research
tool used for the analysis of vocational excellence and inclusion in national VET
policy documents. Data were collected mainly through a structured questionnaire
completed by national VET experts who were asked to select and assess five of
the most relevant national VET policy documents (categorised as
regulation/legislation, strategy / action plan or other policies) related to vocational
excellence and/or inclusion since 2000. In total, 150 policy documents were
analysed. To obtain an impression that extends beyond the five selected national
policy documents, country experts were also asked to provide a short overall
narrative assessment regarding the emerging national VET objectives and
priorities related to vocational excellence and inclusion and changes in them over
time.

Key findings and observations

Characteristics of the policy documents analysed

Of the total sample of 150 policy documents analysed, a higher share had an
emphasis on inclusion than on excellence. However, it should be noted that most
policy documents focus, to varying extents, on both objectives as opposed to just
one.
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Policy documents that focus exclusively on inclusion more frequently fall into
the regulation/legislation category. It seems that inclusion in VET is seen as a
political goal of great enough importance to be enshrined in legislation. While the
policy objective of inclusion has generally been emphasised more strongly than
that of excellence in VET policy documents over the past 25 years, policy
documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence, and those related to both
goals, became more common from around 2014 onwards. Three quarters of the
policy documents analysed are still valid today, indicating that such policies tend
to have a longer period of validity than average.

Finally, 40 % of the policy documents analysed have a broad scope that goes
beyond the VET system. This is more often the case with policy documents that
have a strong focus on inclusion alone. This appears to be because inclusion-
related aspects relevant to VET are often emphasised in overarching education
policies, including lifelong learning policies. In most of the policy documents
analysed, no sectoral focus is specified; documents usually apply to all sectors.

Exploring the concepts of vocational excellence and inclusion

There is no clear and generally accepted definition of either of these two concepts;
instead, they are multifaceted and defined in diverse ways. Instead, reference is
often made to terms associated with excellence, such as innovation, talent,
performance, quality, efficiency and effectiveness. Inclusion, meanwhile, is often
associated with terms such as participation, integration, equal rights, self-
determination and the protection of minorities.

Inclusion, rather than excellence, is by far the main focus of the policy
documents analysed, but there is a large number of policy documents that do not
explicitly use either term. Discussions on inclusion in VET that adopt a rather
narrow understanding of the term refer to specific disadvantaged or vulnerable
target groups who are either at risk of exclusion or already excluded due to
socioeconomic, physical or language barriers (e.g. early school leavers, those not
in education, employment or training, disabled learners, migrants). These groups
are more often explicitly addressed in policy documents than gifted or high-
achieving learners. Over time, policy documents have increasingly emphasised
supporting all learners, creating VET ‘for all' or meeting the needs of different
groups of learners, thus promoting a broader understanding of inclusion.

Meanwhile, most references to excellence address the institutional level, in
particular high-quality teaching and learning in VET (including practical training and
innovative VET providers). In some cases, the VET system as a whole, is
addressed, and the enhancement of the attractiveness and ‘image’ of the VET
sector is linked to this policy objective.
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Intended changes promoted in policy documents

Intended changes and actions related to delivery are generally more prevalent in
the policy documents analysed than those related to content. In terms of content-
related intended changes, there are no significant differences between objective
focuses, except that the excellence-focused policy documents refer slightly less
frequently to changes in transversal competences than other policy documents.
However, they also promote, among other things, digital and critical thinking, social
and personal skills, entrepreneurship, innovation and research. It can also be
observed that, in inclusion-oriented policy documents, references to strengthening
occupational competences tend to refer more generally to aspects such as meeting
the demands of working life and fulfiling labour market needs to ensure
employability. Moreover, in policy documents with a strong focus on vocational
excellence, references to occupational competences repeatedly refer to increasing
responsiveness to labour market needs to ensure adaptation to rapidly changing
requirements.

Regarding delivery-related intended changes, about half the policy documents
address the development of new programmes or pathways and the provision of
guidance and support. The development of new programmes or pathways is
mentioned more frequently in the documents with a strong focus on excellence
(e.g. referring to the introduction of new specialisations, permeability, progression
routes to higher levels and the combination of pathways) and the provision of
guidance and support is a more frequent topic in the documents with a strong focus
on inclusion (e.g. referring to targeted guidance and interventions for supporting
specific groups but also to personalised and lifelong learning support for all
learners). Excellence-focused policy documents more frequently mention
infrastructure improvements and institutional changes, such as creating Centres of
Vocational Excellence (CoVEs), and the training or continuing professional
development of teachers and trainers in VET, including through the use of in-
company trainers.

Country perspective

With regard to the extent to which aspects of vocational excellence or inclusion
have been given priority over one another since 2000, or to what extent they have
been pursued together in a more balanced way, the following trends can be
identified. In several countries (mainly those with moderate-to-high levels of
enrolment in upper-secondary VET), the focus has consistently been on inclusion
aspects. In other countries, this is also the case, but it has been accompanied by
an increased focus (to varying degrees) on vocational excellence over the past
10 years. In a number of countries, a more balanced approach can be observed
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over this period, and in others (in regions where VET systems have undergone
significant reforms) an increasing emphasis has been placed on both objectives,
especially recently. However, this assessment should be considered in the overall
context of the VET system concerned. For example, in well-established and robust
VET systems, there may not be as great a need to prioritise excellence in policy
documents. Similarly, countries with VET systems that have historically had a
strong focus on equity may not see the need to place an additional emphasis on
inclusion.

In the majority of countries, it appears that the policy objectives of vocational
excellence and inclusion are considered to be rather complementary. In some
countries, however, these objectives are rarely included in the same policy
documents; instead, they refer to different types of VET provision, or policies
related to inclusion are not related to excellence (while the opposite is more often
the case). A certain lack of clarity about the concepts involved and a certain degree
of contradiction can also be noted in some cases.

Conclusions

Findings and observations related to the research questions

Over the past 25 years, national policy documents have increasingly focused on

the policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion, although not always

using these terms explicitly. Overall, a shift from a narrower to a broader
understanding of the concepts of excellence and inclusion can be observed over
the years.

(a) Policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence: Some
countries have developed policies to support gifted and high-achieving
learners, but many policy documents, particularly in recent years, do not refer
to a specific target group. With regard to VET institutions, these policies often
emphasise the importance of high-quality education, modernisation, innovation
and adaptation to the needs of the labour market. The focus is on promoting
partnerships with businesses to improve VET (e.g. through the creation of
Centres of Vocational Excellence or specialised institutions), strengthening the
skills of teachers and trainers and in some cases developing VET programmes
at higher levels.

(b) Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion: Older inclusion policies
primarily target disadvantaged or vulnerable learners, including those facing
socioeconomic challenges and educational barriers. Over time, the
understanding of inclusion has broadened to encompass a wider range of
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individuals, promoting accessible educational pathways and ensuring that all
learners receive the support they need to succeed. The focus is on creating
flexible and adaptable education systems that enable lifelong learning for all.

The study notes that, while changes in policy may influence resource
distribution, specific data on funding are limited. It cannot be conclusively
determined how these changes affect financial resources or if they favour one
policy objective over another. Most documents do not specify sectoral distinctions,
addressing the VET sector as a whole. However, it is possible that such policies
may lead to the development of specific measures within certain sectors to support
the overarching goals of vocational excellence and inclusion.

In most countries, the policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion
are not seen as contradictory. This is substantiated by the fact that most policy
documents analysed do not exclusively focus on one or the other objective.
Countries also often use similar strategies to achieve both vocational excellence
and inclusion. For example, high-quality VET accessible to all learners supports
both goals. In other cases, excellence and inclusion are pursued through different
policy mechanisms. In addition, changes oriented towards vocational excellence
are more often aimed at structural advancements, which can potentially benefit all
learners, but particularly high achievers. Inclusion-oriented changes, on the other
hand, aim to remove barriers and provide targeted support to ensure that VET is
accessible and beneficial to a wide range of learners. If these policy objectives are
not pursued in an integrated way, it can be difficult to find the right balance and
unintended negative consequences may occur. The success of integrating these
goals in a complementary way depends on policy design and implementation and
the national understanding of these concepts. The concept of ‘inclusive excellence’
in VET is emerging but has yet to be adopted in national policy documents.

Lessons learned for future policymaking

Vocational excellence and inclusion will remain critical policy objectives for Europe
in the coming years, especially given challenges like the green and digital
transitions, an ageing workforce, migration and rising social inequalities. European
policy focuses on competitiveness, equity and inclusion, with a future European
strategy for VET likely to emphasise these goals.

Lessons from the study highlight the importance of treating vocational
excellence and inclusion as mutually reinforcing. Excellence should not be elitist,
as excluding certain groups can deepen disparities. Instead, policies must balance
inclusion and excellence, ensuring all learners, including high achievers and
disadvantaged groups, can thrive. Flexibility in targeting different groups and
promoting specific aspects at different times is also necessary. Successful
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implementation requires relevant framework conditions, such as policy
coordination, long-term commitment, adequate resources and monitoring systems.
Policymakers should reflect on whether measures put forward (either on their own
or as part of the whole VET system) truly promote both objectives. Peer learning
across countries can contribute to a better understanding of how to operationalise
and implement these concepts. Discussing and sharing good practices can help in
the pursuit of ‘inclusive excellence’.

The exploratory findings presented here create a framework for further
research analysing national and higher-level VET reforms through the lens of
inclusion and excellence.

10



Chapter 1.
Introduction

1.1.  Context, aim and research questions

This study is considered the third step in a long-term research strategy aiming to
achieve a better understanding of the future of vocational education and training
(VET) in Europe. It builds on the results of the European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) projects ‘Changing nature and role
of VET in Europe’ (2015-2018) and ‘Future of VET’ (2019-2022). The aim of the
research has been to delineate the ‘big picture’ of developments in European VET
to understand the associated influencing factors, strengths and weaknesses and
provide a better basis for future decisions.

The influencing factors that are particularly pertinent to VET include economic
and employment trends affecting VET demand, demographic changes (e.g. ageing
populations and a decline in the number of students of the appropriate age for
initial vocational education and training (IVET) in some countries), technological
changes affecting the demand for certain skills, the green transition, more fluid
labour markets, pressures on public finances (given that large parts of the VET
system are publicly funded), migration issues and the impact of COVID-19 on skills
and VET (Cedefop, 2022b, p. 111; Hogarth, 2022). The synthesis report based on
the results of the project ‘Changing nature and role of VET in Europe’, for example,
points to ‘the main features of VET’s socioeconomic context in 1995 and 2015 to
highlight the key ways in which it has changed’ (Cedefop, 2020, p. 57).

Table 1. The changing socioeconomic context, 1995 versus 2015
1995 2015
Limited goals: preparing for job entry and Broader goals: social as well as economic;
securing skilled labour excellence as well as integration
Industry- and sector-based standard setting Increasing role of skills intelligence systems
and anticipation of needs
Jobs requiring medium-level skills Share of jobs requiring medium-level skills
predominating in the labour market starting to decrease; future developments
contested

Digitalisation one of several factors influencing | Digitalisation a key driving force
VET

Source: Cedefop (2020, p. 57).

The trends identified for 2015 reflect the need for VET to, among other goals,
‘support measures to combat social inequalities, since VET's key client base
comprises those most adversely affected in recent decades by rising inequalities,
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the young and those with low and middle level skills’ (Cedefop, 2023b, p. 26). This

also means that VET not only needs to respond to these influencing factors but

also has a role to play in shaping trends and changes in the future.

The project ‘European VET for the 21st century: the balancing of excellence
and inclusion’ takes into account the following — seemingly opposing — trends that
can be observed in European VET policies. On the one hand, there is a growing
emphasis on the increasing need for specialised VET skills at the highest possible
levels of performance and, in particular, skill sets that equip people to cope with
the fast-changing demands and requirements of the labour market and society at
large. On the other hand, national VET policies also strongly focus on providing
learning opportunities and pathways to enhance employability for all learners,
including people with diverse needs and motivations who are at risk of exclusion
from the labour market and society. Both trends seem to address key challenges
that European VET will face in the coming decades. This raises the question of
whether they contradict each other or can be considered mutually reinforcing.

As the third strand of project work on the future of VET, this study tries to
deepen Cedefop’s understanding of the interaction between the broad objectives
of ‘vocational excellence’ and ‘inclusion’ in VET in Europe. As there are no exact,
commonly agreed definitions of these concepts, they may be interpreted and
operationalised from varying perspectives. The research conducted for this study
aims to explore and compare how countries relate the broad VET policy objectives
of vocational excellence and inclusion to each other and whether these priorities
complement or contradict each other. The findings of the study will support
policymakers and stakeholders in strengthening the overall relevance and quality
of European VET in the 21st century.

The overall project comprises three strands.

(a) Evolving national VET objectives and priorities — excellence and/or inclusion
(this present study).

(b) Excellence and inclusion — concept exploration and inclusion in national VET
objectives. The second strand will enable a deeper understanding of the
concepts of inclusion and excellence and how they interact with and influence
national VET reforms in eight EU Member States.

(c) Expanding VET at higher levels and the implications of this for excellence and
inclusion. The third strand will provide insights into the expansion of VET at
higher levels and how this development influences excellence and inclusion.
It will provide an overview of 30 countries, with more in-depth research on
eight Member States.

This first strand of the overall study provides an overview of how European
countries address the objectives of excellence and inclusion and how VET policies

12
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have evolved over time. It covers 30 countries — the 27 Member States, Iceland,
Norway and the United Kingdom (UK)— and is underpinned by the research
questions listed in Box 1.

Box 1. Key research questions

(@) How have the objectives of excellence and inclusion been addressed in
national policy documents over the past 25 years?

(b) To what extent have priorities and objectives linked to excellence and inclusion
triggered and influenced reforms and practical policies?

(i) Have they influenced learning outcome expectations (in standards and
curricula)?

(ii) Have they affected resource allocation and distribution?
(iii) Have they influenced individual learning opportunities?
(iv) Have they influenced sectoral policies?

(c) To what extent do policies on excellence and inclusion contradict or
complement each other?

Source: Tender specifications.

1.2.  Overview of this report

The use and formulation of the concepts of ‘vocational excellence’ and ‘inclusion’,
in both VET policy at the European level over the past 25 years and more recent
academic and policy-related international research literature, were explored to
develop an analytical framework (that will, to some extent, also be used in the
subsequent strands of the overall study). This process is discussed in Chapter 2.
Chapter 3 focuses on this tailored analytical framework to analyse the objectives
of vocational excellence and inclusion in national VET policies. The framework is
mainly based on the ‘three-perspective model’ that was developed and further
refined in the previous Cedefop projects ‘Changing nature and role of VET in
Europe’ and ‘Future of VET’. Moreover, the research tool (based on the analytical
framework) and approach used for this first strand of the overall project are also
presented in Chapter 3. The data collection for this first strand mainly consisted of
a survey of national VET experts in which they analysed and assessed national
VET policy documents related to excellence and inclusion released since 2000.
Chapter 4 presents the research results and Chapter 5 contains reflections on the
research questions and the lessons learned from the research.

The approach of this research can be characterised as exploratory or
inductive, as it attempts to define the concepts of vocational excellence and
inclusion not in the abstract but rather in relation to how they have been used in
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policy documents. However, this also means that the terms are to some extent
subject to normative rhetoric; in other words, the focus is on what the goals of
vocational excellence and inclusion should be rather than how (successfully) they
are realised in the 30 countries.

14
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Questions of vocational excellence and inclusion can be linked to the debates on
the function of VET. In an analysis of the key debates about vocational education
happening around 1900 in Germany, Gonon (2009, p.45) demonstrates the
importance of the ‘labour question’ or ‘social question’, that is, how education could
contribute to the integration of young workers into society. The challenge was to
harmonise the ‘question of labour’ with the question of ‘education and personality’
(see also Gonon & Stolz, 2012, p. 11).

To examine these two concepts, an exploratory analysis of relevant literature
and EU policy documents was conducted, focusing on how vocational excellence
and inclusion have been formulated and have developed as policy objectives at
the EU level over the past 25 years (Section 2.1). Next, the use of the two concepts
in the more recent academic and policy-related international research literature is
discussed — first considering the concepts separately (Section 2.2) and then taking
a more holistic perspective in which vocational excellence and inclusion are
understood as complementary (Section 2.3). Finally, there is a discussion of how
the concepts of vocational excellence and inclusion can be linked to the ‘orders of
justification’ in order to overcome the (potential) dichotomy between the two
concepts (Section 2.4).

2.1 Vocational excellence and inclusion as policy
objectives at the European level over the past
25 years

21.1. Brief recap of the past 25 years of vocational training policy

This section is devoted to the review of recent EU VET policies and related
initiatives and the ways in which vocational excellence and inclusion are expressed
in them ().

The concept of social exclusion in EU VET emerged as a topic in the EU’s
anti-poverty programmes between 1975 and 1994 (Osman et al., 2022, p. 169).
By the mid 1990s, it had become more common; for example, combating exclusion
is one of the objectives emphasised in the European Commission white paper

(")  Please note that the aim of this recap is to explore which characteristics these concepts are associated
with. The chronological approach was chosen in order to facilitate later establishing links with chronological
occurrences of the promotion of these concepts in the national VET policy documents analysed.
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‘Teaching and learning: towards the leaning society’ (1995). Thus, ‘the notion of
“social exclusion” had already emerged in the period leading up to the Maastricht
Treaty of 1992 that established the competence of the European Community in the
field of education’ (Gordon, 2015, p. 12). Although the link between lifelong
learning and inclusion is by no means automatic, as people with the lowest levels
of education are the least likely to participate in formal learning as adults, this
connection has been frequently emphasised since the start of the 21st century.
The notion of lifelong learning had its first real push forward in the 'Teaching and
learning' white paper, and the lifelong learning strategy ‘was confirmed by the
launch in 1996 of the European Year of Lifelong Learning’ (EUCEN, 2008).

EU policies in the first decade of the 21st century took into account the
difficulties of addressing major social and economic issues and emphasised the
need for lifelong learning, seeing VET, along with other subsystems of education,
‘in a continuum of learning opportunities and provisions that can be accessed in
different ways at different stages in life’ (Gordon, 2015, p. 12). This was strongly
linked to the aspect of social inclusion, as emphasised in the Communication on
making a European area of lifelong learning a reality (2001).

The concept of vocational excellence as a characteristic of individuals also
has a long tradition (Suvedi & Ghimire, 2019, p. 1194). It is well known in the
context of skills competitions, such as those held by WorldSkills, which assess the
level of proficiency or excellence in certain skills in a competitive environment and
are intended to reflect international best practice (). The notion of competition is
also emphasised in the Lisbon strateqy, launched in March 2000: it aimed to create
‘the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world,
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater
social cohesion’ (p. 1) (). Although ‘excellence’ is not explicitly addressed, the use
of the term ‘competitive’, for example, could point in this direction; ‘social inclusion’
is clearly emphasised there as well. Following the European Council meeting in
Lisbon (2000), the Education and Training 2010 work programme was adopted to
support national education and training systems and monitor the progress made.
The work programme’s strategy included the following key objectives: improving
the quality and effectiveness of education and the measurement of progress
through agreed instruments; facilitating the access of all to education and training

(3  WorldSkills is considered to play an important role in supporting national skills systems to promote
vocational excellence: ‘Firstly, it supports the development of international benchmarks, that ensure
standards in skills systems are at a world-class level. Secondly, skills competitions and the associated
training provided a “third space” for trainers and trainees to experiment with innovative pedagogic
approaches and practices and so respond to the latest technologies, industry developments, and emergent
skills demands in an agile manner’ (Relly et al., 2021, p. 9).

(®)  For research on the Lisbon strategy and its implications for national VET policies, see, for example,
Grollmann and Ruth (2006).
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systems; and opening up education and training systems to the wider world (*). If
quality and effectiveness are viewed as aspects related to excellence, and access
to education and training as an aspect related to inclusion, this strategy can be
understood as the first instance of both goals, excellence and inclusion, being
emphasised simultaneously in education and training policy. This approach seems
to have been continued in the Copenhagen Process (2002—-2010), which outlined
the EU VET policy at the beginning of the 21st century (°). While the term
‘excellence’ is explicitly used in the Helsinki Communigué on enhanced European
cooperation in vocational education and training (2006) and has been further taken
up in key policies at the EU level in recent years, the objective of VET to foster
social inclusion and equity is expressed in all key documents issued as part of the
Helsinki Process.

Moreover, the Helsinki Communigue stresses the dual role of VET: ‘in
contributing to competitiveness and in enhancing social cohesion. VET policies
should address all sections of the population, offering attractive and challenging
pathways for those with high potential, while at the same time addressing those at
risk of educational disadvantages and labour market exclusion — especially early
school leavers, those with low qualifications or no qualifications at all, those with
special needs, people with an immigrant background and older workers. In short,
VET should be equitable and efficient.’ (p.3)

This theme is continued in the Bordeaux Communigué on enhanced
European cooperation in vocational education and fraining (2008), which also
emphasises that ‘VET should promote excellence and at the same time guarantee
equal opportunities’ (p. 5), and the Bruges Communigué on enhanced European
cooperation in vocation education and training for the period 2011-2020 (2010),
which calls for fostering the excellence, quality and relevance of both initial and
continuing VET (CVET). Moreover, it again stresses the role of VET in promoting
social cohesion and equipping people to face societal challenges, which serves to
emphasise its dual objective of excellence and inclusion:

‘[Countries should] take appropriate measures to ensure access on an
equal basis, especially for individuals and groups at risk of being
excluded, in particular the low-skilled and unskilled, people with special
needs or from disadvantaged backgrounds, and older workers. The
participation of such groups in VET should be facilitated and
encouraged through financial or other means and through the validation

(*)  For an overview of EU education policies between 2000 and 2010, see, for example, Lawn and Grek
(2012).

(®)  For an analysis of the effects of the Copenhagen process on VET policies in selected countries, see, for
example, Trampusch (2009).
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of non-formal and informal learning, as well as the provision of flexible
pathways.’ (p.15)

Similarly, the Riga Conclusions (2015), which define a new set of medium-
term deliverables in the field of VET for 2015-2020, emphasise both excellence
and inclusion. They also state that, while ‘most national agendas have focused on
making VET more inclusive to help reduce early leaving and promote further
learning among those at risk, less attention has been paid to promoting VET
excellence through creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship — which could aid
enterprise performance and job creation’ (p. 6). This is an interesting statement,
as it reminds countries not to neglect either aspect of the dual role attributed to
VET.

The new Skills Agenda for Europe (2016) refers to inclusion and invites VET
to work on ‘personal fulfilment and development, social inclusion, active citizenship
and employment’, in line with the strategy of ‘resilient, inclusive and sustainable
growth at territorial level’. Excellence is not explicitly mentioned; however, aspects
of innovation and higher, more complex skills are emphasised.

The term ‘vocational excellence’ is more frequently used in the EU policy
context from 2018 onwards, with the promotion of Centres of Vocational
Excellence (CoVEs). This initiative was first announced in the European
Commission Communication ‘Building a stronger Europe: the role of youth,
education and culture policies’ (2018): ‘They [CoVEs] should act as drivers of
excellence and innovation and promote a proactive role for vocational education
and training in local and regional economic development, including by acting as
entrepreneurial incubators and catalysts for investment’ (p. 9). The implementation
of CoVEs also involves the establishment of broader partnerships and more
internationalisation. The European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness,
social fairness and resilience, published in mid 2020, also refers to vocational
excellence with regard to the establishment of CoVEs and the development of
'European vocational core profiles' that would define a certain share of common
training content at the European level, with the goal of supporting the excellence
and internationalisation of VET. It also aims to ensure ‘a competitive economy and
cohesive society and bring to life the right to quality and inclusive education,
training and lifelong learning, as spelled out in Principle 1 of the European Pillar of
Social Rights’ (p. 15) (°).

(®)  The European Pillar of Social Rights (2017) is a broad policy initiative aiming to develop a strong social EU
that is fair, inclusive and full of opportunity in the 21st century; an action plan was issued in March 2021.
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Similarly, two other EU VET policy documents published in 2020 promote both
policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion (7). The Council
Recommendation on vocational education and training (VET) for sustainable
competitiveness, social fairness and resilience promotes CoVEs as world-class
reference points for both initial training and continuing upskilling and reskilling in
specific areas. It also recommends that Member States work towards
implementing a VET policy that ‘fosters inclusiveness and equal opportunities and
contributes to achieving resilience, social fairness and prosperity for all’ (p. 5). The
Osnabruck Declaration on vocational education and training as an enabler of
recovery and just transitions to digital and green economies (2020) complements
the Council Recommendation on VET by outlining the policy post-2020 and
presenting a new set of policy actions in VET for 2021-2025. It highlights both
excellence and inclusion: ‘Excellent and inclusive European VET is equally
necessary for the competitiveness of European enterprises and a well-functioning
European labour market’ (p. 3). Thus, the main thematic areas in the declaration
include ‘[r]esilience and excellence through quality, inclusive and flexible VET’ and
‘[e]stablishing a new lifelong learning culture — relevance of C-VET and
digitalisation’ (p. 4). The European Commission Communication ‘The Union of
Skills’ highlights that key deliverables at the EU, national, regional and local levels
include ‘the increase of attractiveness, excellence and inclusiveness of VET with
a European strategy for VET (p. 8). The strategy for VET mentioned aims to
‘address gender and other stereotypes in making study choices and build on
benefits and labour market outcomes of VET so that VET becomes an equally
valued learning pathway as higher education, including for women’ (ibid.).

For several years now, vocational excellence, inclusion and CoVEs have been
high on the policy agenda, and several initiatives have been launched to promote
them; this work is, in particular, supported by the European Commission and the
European Training Foundation (ETF) (%). Although these initiatives have
‘excellence’ in their titles (see the following examples), in some cases, explicit
reference is also made to inclusion aspects. Some of the more recent initiatives
are briefly presented below.

The report 'Mapping of Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs)' (European
Commission, 2019) was developed by the Working Group on VET, set up by the

() However, employability and competitiveness goals seem to be at the forefront, as a content analysis of
official EU education policy documents published in 2020 (conducted to examine the EU’s education policy
discourse and the narratives promoted therein following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic) reveals:
‘It is a common objective of all policy texts that recovery should ensure social fairness and inclusiveness,
yet always be linked to employment priorities. As such, the idea of investing in people is predominantly
conceptualised as a growth and competitiveness factor, and secondarily as a key instrument for social
inclusion’ (Symeonidis et al., 2021, p. 111).

(8  Other relevant initiatives at the EU level include EuroSkills, which holds skills competitions every two years
for young professionals, and Skills Plus, which holds skills competitions for people with (labour) disabilities
(a project funded through Erasmus+).
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European Commission under the education and training 2020 framework. It
provides a rather general definition of vocational excellence by referring to it as a
set of activities and a general approach to VET that ‘go beyond what VET would
normally be expected to do’ (European Commission, 2019, p. 8). In this context,
vocational excellence may be viewed as more than just getting the core things right
but also as reaching out into new areas. Box 2 presents the definition of the
concept of vocational excellence as found on the website of the Directorate-
General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion; note that it also refers to
inclusion.

Box 2.

Broad definition of vocational excellence

‘The concept of vocational excellence promoted by the EU is characterised by a holistic
learner-centred approach in which VET:

(@)

(b)
(c)
(d)

is an integrated part of skills ecosystems (2), contributing to regional development,
innovation, smart specialisation and clusters strategies, as well as to specific
industrial ecosystems;

is part of knowledge triangles, working closely with other education and training
sectors, the scientific community, and business;

enables learners to acquire both job-specific as well as key competences through
provision that is underpinned by quality assurance;

builds innovative forms of partnerships with the world of work and is supported by
the professional development of training staff, innovative pedagogies, learners and
staff mobility and VET internationalisation strategies.

‘By focussing on inclusive excellence, this model guarantees access to top-notch
education for all learners, endowing them with essential and vocational skills. Such
inclusive practices align with the goal of preparing individuals for quality employment,
contributing to a dynamic, inclusive economy.’

)

According to Buchanan et al. (2016, p. 1), skills ecosystems ‘are defined as regional or sectoral social
formations in which human capability is developed and deployed for productive purposes (Finegold
1999). Their basic elements are business settings and associated business models, institutional/policy
frameworks, modes of engaging labour, the structure of jobs, as well as the level of skills and systems
for their formation.’

Source: European Commission (n.d.-a). Note (?) is the authors’ own insertion.

Another definition from the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs

and Inclusion’s website also emphasises the complementary relationship between
vocational excellence and inclusion:

‘Vocational Excellence is about providing high-quality vocational
education and training that is not only tailored to the demands of the job
market but also meets the diverse needs of learners. It prepares
individuals with the skills in demand while ensuring that training is
accessible and inclusive, aligning with societal needs for sustainable
development. Vocational Excellence fosters an environment where
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every learner has the opportunity to thrive and contribute to their
community, promoting social inclusion and equality in access to
education.’

(European Commission, n.d.-e)

Through the Erasmus+ programme, the European Commission is supporting
the establishment and development of international collaborative networks of
CoVEs by bringing together partners from different countries that share common
interests — specifically in particular sectors or industrial ecosystems, innovative
approaches to social issues or increasing the outreach, quality and effectiveness
of existing CoVEs (European Commission, n.d.-b). Coordinators of the Erasmus+
CoVE projects have established a community of practice of centres of vocational
excellence (Cop CoVEs) for mutual learning and support (CoP CoVEs, 2020).

From the five rounds of calls for CoVE projects up to summer 2024, a number
of projects have been selected that also relate to the goal of inclusion. However,
only two CoVE projects thus far are considered to specifically focus on social
inclusion in VET (i.e. AccessCoVE) or the social dimension of VET (i.e.
‘Governance for inclusive vocational excellence’ (GIVE)) (European Commission,
2022). Overall, the Erasmus+ CoVE projects clearly address both objectives of
vocational excellence and inclusion. The GIVE project from the second round of
pilot CoVEs, launched in 2020, is briefly introduced in Box 3.
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Box 3. The GIVE project

The GIVE project aimed to develop a model of governance, management and training
practices for the development of inclusive VET excellence. The project understood
promoting inclusive VET practices as ‘constructing learning opportunities for each
and every student, providing them support to engage purposefully in their
development. For the GIVE network, this means designing and implementing an
equitable and holistic approach, consistent with: the premise that each individual has
to be accepted as unique and unrepeatable; the ability to identify and enhance
personal excellence; the ability to take into consideration all aspects of the learners’
life cooperating with all the main stakeholders (family, social services, etc.) (GIVE
Team — University of Bucharest, 2023, p. 43).

At their final conference, ‘Including to be excellent — Make inclusive excellence
real in our communities’, the GIVE project presented a model for ‘inclusive
excellence’ that emphasised the following key areas for action:

(a) innovative learning environments that utilise inclusive pedagogies and advanced
technologies;

(b) support services, such as coaching, mentoring and personalised support;

(c) leadership and management within the inclusive excellence ecosystem, with a
focus on anticipatory and participatory governance.

From this perspective, excellence based on inclusion aims to prevent rather than
combat social and economic inequalities in VET (GIVE Team — University of
Bucharest, 2024).

Source: GIVE project.

The ETF has established the ETF Network for Excellence (ENE), an
international network of CoVEs in countries neighbouring the EU. The ENE
encourages the sharing of ideas, practices and experience between CoVEs at both
the national and international levels and is supported by the ENE self-assessment
tool, which helps centres align their own development with that of other members
of the network. In addition, the ENE works on development partnerships through
which groups of CoVEs work together to improve in specific domains. The network
currently focuses its work on eight subject areas, including one specifically
dedicated to ‘social inclusion and equity’.

Further, in this context, attempts have been made to define vocational
excellence. The report 'Centres of Vocational Excellence — An engine for
vocational education and training development' (ETF, 2020) refers to multiple
aspects of this concept: ‘Vocational excellence usually refers to a high quality of
training and education, but also to relevance to the world of work and to the
attractiveness of the educational offer to learners and to employers’ (ETF, 2020,

p.-8) (°).

(®)  For further information on key elements proposed to shape the mutual understanding of vocational
excellence in VET, see Annex 1.
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In addition, since 2021 the ETF has been working on behalf of the European
Commission on the project ‘The international dimension of centres of vocational
excellence: Building a strong international cooperation dimension on vocational
excellence’ (European Commission & ETF, 2022). This project is focused on
vocational excellence, but the characteristics of CoVEs that are emphasised in this
context also include aspects of inclusion (see Section 2.2.2 for more details).

2.1.2. Preliminary conclusions

The previous section chronologically reviewed the key documents that have been
intended to shape European VET over the past 25 years. This reveals that the
concept of inclusion has been part of the EU VET policy environment from early
on, while vocational excellence became explicitly embedded in it more recently.
There is also an indication that although the term ‘vocational excellence’ was not
explicitly used in EU policy documents until recently, it was implicitly present to
some extent beforehand in the form of VET elements and related concepts such
as ‘world-class standards’, ‘competitiveness’, ‘innovation’, ‘creativity’ and
‘entrepreneurship’.

In some cases, inclusion in VET appears to be perceived primarily as providing
a safety net for people or groups at risk of labour market and social exclusion, such
as early school leavers, low-skilled people, migrants, people with disabilities and
unemployed people. However, this understanding seems to have broadened in the
early 2000s and now extends beyond these target groups of vulnerable people.
Still, the report 'A bridge to the future — European policy for vocational education
and training 2002—-10', which took stock of the achievements of the Copenhagen
process and pointed to a strong link between high-quality VET and promoting
excellence, observed that sometimes ‘VET’s importance to delivering excellence
is overshadowed by the support it provides to the less able. VET should not be
seen purely as a remedial route for those who need extra help’ (Cedefop, 2010a,
p. 67). Thus, the somewhat later explicit emphasis on excellence in VET can
perhaps be seen — to a certain extent — as a counterbalance to the image of VET
as a second choice for learners and as a way to emphasise the notion of VET as
an attractive pathway.

Overall, this brief recap shows that the role of VET in promoting inclusion and
excellence in the current context of global challenges (e.g. skills shortages,
unemployment, technological paradigm shifts) has been of high importance in EU
policies and strategies. It appears that VET is repeatedly ascribed a dual role or
dual objective. This could be understood as EU VET policies combining the two
objectives of inclusion and excellence and integrating them in the pursuit of ‘high-
quality’ VET systems that offer attractive and engaging pathways for learners from
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different backgrounds. This idea is also supported, for example, by the content of
the self-assessment framework for CoVEs and some of the EU-funded CoVE
projects (Section 2.3).

2.2.  Concepts of vocational excellence and inclusion
in the literature

This section comprises an exploratory literature review scrutinising the concepts
of vocational excellence and inclusion. As demonstrated in the following
subsections, there is no clear and generally accepted definition of either of the two
concepts; instead, they are multifaceted and defined in diverse ways. For each of
these definitions, the understanding of the concept is influenced by different
theoretical perspectives, assumptions and positions. As will be shown, the
literature sometimes emphasises only one aspect of vocational excellence or
inclusion. In these cases, a rather narrow understanding of the concept is
indicated, as opposed to a broader understanding that encompasses various
aspects of the concept and refers to different dimensions of VET.

The following subsections provide insight into these varying definitions in
order to illustrate the multitude of viewpoints and approaches. Here, the concepts
of excellence and inclusion in VET will be discussed separately, and each
subsection will include a discussion of the concept with regard to future VET
scenarios, building on two previous Cedefop projects, ‘Changing nature and role
of VET in Europe’ (2015-2018) and ‘Future of VET’ (2019-2022), and the ‘future
VET scenarios’ they developed ('°). Each of the two subsections is rounded off
with conclusions on the main characteristics of vocational excellence or inclusion
according to the literature.

2.21. Vocational excellence
The following subsections provide a closer look at the concept of vocational
excellence at the individual, institutional and system levels.

("% The ‘Changing nature and role of VET in Europe’ project was concluded with the development of a series
of VET scenarios aimed at identifying policy alternatives and future choices. These scenarios were
developed on the basis of insights gained by analysing different VET concepts and systems across Europe
and the developments VET has undergone over the past 20 years. The development process involved a
scenario workshop with subject experts and subsequent refinement by the project team. The three basic
scenarios identified are Scenario 1: Lifelong learning at the heart— pluralistic VET; Scenario 2:
Occupational and professional competences at the heart — distinctive VET; and Scenario 3: Job-oriented
training at the heart — special-purpose or marginalised VET. They also formed the starting point for the work
of the follow-up project, ‘Future of VET".
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2.2.1.1. Vocational excellence at the individual level

When focusing on the individual level, vocational excellence can be understood as
individuals’ ability to attain exceptional levels of competence and performance in
specific vocational domains through a combination of knowledge, skills and
attitudes ('"). According to Suvedi and Ghimire (2019, p. 1198), ‘individuals with
vocational excellence strive to attain mastery by learning things as deeply as
possible, and they possess high levels of technical and social skills and continually
reflect on their entrepreneurial abilities’. Moreover, in this case, the concept of
vocational excellence aligns with the theory of expertise development, which
suggests that expertise is acquired through a gradual process of learning, practice
and experience. This idea also links to lifelong learning, as vocational excellence
requires continuing professional development (CPD) and staying up to date with
advancements in one’s vocational field. Thus, vocational excellence can also be
considered closely linked to professionalism and adherence to ethical standards
within a particular occupation. Moreover, vocational identity also seems to be a
crucial factor for the development of excellence in the workforce (Klotz et al., 2014,
based on Barrick, 2019, p. 1160).

In order to better understand how individuals develop vocational excellence,
WorldSkills launched a research initiative called ‘Modelling vocational
excellence’ (?), and a series of associated research projects has been carried out
in the United Kingdom (Nokelainen et al., 2013). Moreover, to explore the
acquisition of vocational excellence or expertise of high performers in Finnish skills
competitions, a theoretical model and approach were created that map the
development of vocational competence in terms of natural abilities, intrinsic
characteristics and extrinsic conditions ('3):

‘Natural abilities include intellectual, affective abilities and body-
kinaesthetic abilities (expressed as Multiple Intelligences domains);
Intrinsic  characteristics include volition (perseverance, time
management), motivation (intrinsic and extrinsic factors) and self-
reflection (attributions of performance to effort or ability); Extrinsic
conditions include the influence of home and family, as well as trainer
and teachers, work experiences and peers.’

(Nokelainen & Stasz, 2016, p. 10)

(") Excellence is also sometimes linked to giftedness (see Ketelaar et al., 2019).

) The research was carried out in partnership between Tampere University, Finland, the University of Oxford,
United Kingdom, and the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, Australia, with support from Deakin
University, Australia (see Messenger et al., 2020; Smith & Rahimi, 2011).

(") See also, for example, Nokelainen and Ruchotie (2009), Pylvas et al. (2015, pp. 241-263) and Nokelainen
et al. (2019).
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These reflections show that vocational excellence not only is linked to high-
level occupational or technical skills but also refers to wider personal attributes.
Moreover, developing vocational excellence requires learners to have a good
grounding in key competences or soft skills (e.g. communication or interpersonal
skills) to perform well in their chosen occupation. Thus, vocational excellence is
understood as ‘grounded on three pillars: competence, self-regulation, and social
engagement’ (Suvedi & Ghimire, 2019, p. 1202). However, despite there being
common characteristics recognised in ‘excelling students’, it must be
acknowledged that these students ‘are a diverse and heterogeneous group ... and
there is not one type of excelling student’ (Ketelaar et al., 2019, p. 220).

2.2.1.2. Vocational excellence at the institutional level

The learning environment (including VET institutions, teachers and trainers) plays
an important role in developing the vocational excellence of individuals ('*). At the
institutional level, vocational excellence refers to excellence in the delivery of VET
and the provision of VET programmes and qualifications, including educational
resources, equipment and infrastructure. For instance, the pilot survey conducted
as part of the ‘Feasibility study for surveying principals, teachers, learners and in-
company trainers in initial vocational education and training’ ('°) developed for
Cedefop refers to the following examples as aspects of vocational excellence:
applying the latest innovations in pedagogy and assessment; supporting learners
to acquire cross-curricular skills (e.g. creativity, critical thinking); supporting
learners to acquire specific key competences (active citizenship, entrepreneurship,
cultural awareness); using the latest digital learning technologies; supporting
learners to study or work in other countries; working together in teams in the
school; developing and maintaining relationships with companies and in-company
trainers to support work-based learning; developing and maintaining relationships
with the wider local environment (local government, universities, non-
governmental organisations, etc.); supporting the CPD of teachers; and supporting
the implementation of a strategy to improve the quality of vocational education and
training provision. In relation to these aspects, vocational excellence can be
emphasised by all VET providers (e.g. to support innovation, collaboration with
enterprises, international activities) or specific institutions can be established for
this purpose (e.g. focusing on a specific sector or region). It can be assumed that
the increased collaboration of VET institutions with a wide range of stakeholders,
as observed in an earlier Cedefop study, is linked to the goal of vocational
excellence (Cedefop, 20223, p. 40).

(") See also Pylvas (2018) and Commission for Adult Vocational Teaching and Learning (2012).
(")  Final report submitted to Cedefop in December 2022.
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As mentioned above, the development of CoVEs has been strongly
emphasised for some time (by the European Commission, the Erasmus+
programme and the ETF); therefore, the focus here is also on this initiative.
However, it must be recognised that there is also some criticism of this policy
initiative, as in some countries, it could lead to a concentration of investment in
certain schools (to develop the scope and performance of a single VET institution)
and/or regions. There is also a risk of stakeholders and funders being blinded by
the glamour of a few ambitious and excelling VET providers and leaving regular
ones behind. Further, it cannot be assumed that the existence of CoVEs will
automatically lead to excellence in the VET system; this would be an
oversimplification of the design and dynamics of an educational reform process ('°)
(ETF, 2020).

CoVEs can vary greatly with regard to their organisation, form and specific
function in a regional or national context. As this nomenclature is quite new, other
terms may be used instead of ‘CoVE’ at the national level. For example, ‘the terms
“lighthouse” (Slovakia) or “beacon” (United Kingdom) are used to indicate that a
particular school has been recognised as “excellent” and that it is tasked with some
kind of pathfinding or exemplification purpose’ (ETF, 2020, p. 135). In the context
of the ETF project ‘The international dimension of Centres of Vocational
Excellence: Building a strong international cooperation dimension on vocational
excellence’, the concept of CoVEs is understood as including a broad range of
activities related to vocational excellence.

(")  Some of these challenges and ways to overcome them are addressed in ETF (2020).
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Box 4. CoVEs as defined by the ENE

‘Centres of excellence in vocational education and training are vocational institutions
recognised for excellence in identifying and imparting relevant, high-quality,
specialised technical skills. In contributing to regional skills strategies, they promote
employment and regional development. They work closely with employers, including
small and medium-sized enterprises, to foster innovation, applied research,
entrepreneurship and reskilling.

‘Centres of Vocational Excellence are:

(a) attractive to learners because they offer responsive, flexible, personalised
learning pathways, up-to-date technology, and a fast track into employment
and higher education.

(b) inspirational for teachers, trainers and managers because they offer models of
advanced practice in teaching, teacher training, organisational development
and leadership.

(c) compelling for policy makers because they show how, through greater
autonomy and cooperation, educational and training providers can become a
driving force for the continuing improvement of education and training systems.’

Source: ETF (n.d.).

Although the understanding of the concept of excellence can also vary among
these CoVE initiatives, vocational excellence usually refers to the following
principles, aspects or characteristics of CoVEs:

(a) excellence in scope, including the range and extent of objectives, activities,
functions and partners;

(b) excellence in performance, including the quality of resources, processes and
results for stakeholders;

(c) capacity for excellence, including with regard to systems, relationships, culture,
knowledge and vision (ETF, 2023).

The ETF project ‘Internationalising vocational excellence’ has developed an
International Self-Assessment Tool for CoVEs (ISATCOVE) and a procedure for
recognising achievements in vocational excellence (). As a basis for the
ISATCOVE, an internationally agreed framework for vocational excellence has
been outlined that groups 23 criteria for vocational excellence into three
dimensions (teaching and learning, partnership and cooperation, and governance
and financing; see Annex 2). In order to operationalise the framework for the self-
assessment tool and guide VET providers in their self-assessment process, a set
of indicators for each of the criteria was developed (ETF, 2023). This
understanding of vocational excellence covers all levels and not solely or
specifically VET at higher levels.

(")  The recognition procedure was tested in a feasibility study (Auzinger et al., 2022) and subsequently further
developed; it was piloted in 2024/2025 (European Commission, n.d.-c). It is closely linked to ISATCOVE,
as conducting the self-assessment is a prerequisite for the application for recognition.
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2.2.1.3. Vocational excellence at the system level

The concept of excellence has not been consistently applied at the system level in
comparative VET research. CoVEs are an exception here, as their setup
addresses regional skills systems and therefore also contains systemic ideas.
Generally, with regard to systems, notions of quality, performance and
development and their corresponding attributes, such as ‘high-quality’, ‘high-
performance’, ‘highly developed’ or ‘highly advanced’ VET systems, have been
used and often linked to economic success. Elsewhere, it has also been suggested
that excellence ‘might be the new quality’ for systems (Le Mouillour et al., 2021,
p. 124).

The Apprenticeship Toolbox ('®), for example, defines excellence as follows:

‘Excellence in VET takes many forms. It is shaped by the
comprehensiveness of quality assurance mechanisms, by horizontal
and vertical permeability in VET systems, by national recognition in the
labour market and labour market employability, mobility and career
prospects and by the rich opportunities to participate in lifelong learning.
Furthermore, considerable efforts are spent on innovations in the VET
system and in VET research to improve the attractiveness of VET for all
key stakeholders and in monitoring the attractiveness.’

(Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training, n.d.)

Insights from Cedefop’s VET policies timeline tool (Cedefop, n.d.-a), which
presents national policy developments since 2015, also show the application of a
broad concept of excellence in policy. While the approaches identified do not
provide a firm definition of excellence, there are comprehensive strategies linking
VET excellence to ‘going beyond’ in such areas as internationalisation and
innovation, technological advancements (virtual reality, artificial intelligence) and
establishing partnerships and collaboration with VET stakeholders (e.g. CoVEs).
There is further indication that countries also link the concept of excellence to those
of quality and relevance, to the quality of VET infrastructure and to the existence
of digital platforms for the provision of learning.

Some VET reforms in this context relate to the area of initial and continuing
training for VET teachers and trainers, as excellence and high quality in VET
require highly qualified VET practitioners who can keep up with rapid technological
developments and new labour market demands, cater to more diverse learners
and be ‘committed to the changes being made’ (Cedefop, 2010a, p. 56). Other
reforms relate to strengthening links between VET and the labour market (e.g. by

(") The Apprenticeship Toolbox provides insights into key aspects of the apprenticeship systems in five
countries running dual VET systems: Austria, Denmark, Germany, Luxembourg and Switzerland. Their
respective ministries relevant to VET support this provision.
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involving labour market stakeholders in VET strategy and curricula development).
Further reforms address well-balanced VET curricula that include both key
competences (in particular those related to entrepreneurship, active citizenship
and foreign languages) and occupation-specific skills. The explicit inclusion of key
competences in VET curricula is considered of particular importance, as the ‘pace
of change that can transform the specific tasks of a particular job underlines the
importance of key competences as a basis for people to manage technological and
organisational progress’ (Cedefop, 20104, p. 67). Another aspect in the context of
striving for vocational excellence is the promotion of an integrated ecosystem with
flexible pathways where VET ‘can become a stepping stone for further studies with
a clear articulation of the different options for technical secondary and post-
secondary education, and smooth integration with formal, non-formal, and informal
short-term training and universities as part of a lifelong training process’ (World
Bank et al., 2023, p. 23).

2.2.1.4. Vocational excellence in future VET scenarios

Two of the scenarios developed in the course of the project ‘Changing nature and
role of VET in Europe’ (2015-2018) refer to vocational excellence. In the
‘Professional champions’ scenario, VET is understood as advanced ‘professional
learning and education’:

‘VET is used as a means to develop leaders, innovators and
entrepreneurs in specific sectors; for a chosen few it is a ‘royal road’.
These ‘professional champions’ come from world-leading companies
referred to as the ‘hidden champions’. They benefit from prestigious
VET programmes that develop the most up-to-date professional
knowledge and know-how. For most students, however, the most
common route is to stay in general education and aim at a bachelor
degree.’

(Cedefop, 2020, p. 217)

The function of VET is, from this perspective, to support the development of
highly specialised vocational expertise — for example, as part of advanced
apprenticeships that enable progression up to European qualifications framework
(EQF) level 8. This type of VET provision represents only a niche within the overall
education system.

The ‘Renaissance of VET’ scenario includes the following characteristics:

‘VET is understood as modernised apprenticeship and a precondition
for excellence in innovation and entrepreneurshipl.]

[.]
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Explicit pathways pointing towards excellence and advanced VET are
in place; traditional pathways like the Meister are modernised and

expanded].]

Learning in companies and at a new type of VET centres for excellence,
entrepreneurship and innovation[.]

[..]

EU support facilitated development of VET centres for excellence, a
stronger focus on the role of VET in innovation and VET mobility[.]’

2.2.15.  Preliminary conclusions

(Cedefop, 2020, pp. 223, 225)

This brief review of the literature shows that vocational excellence can take many
forms. Frequently, a development perspective (‘journey to excellence’) is taken:
vocational excellence does not need to be seen ‘as the end of the road but rather
a developmental process towards quality and improvement’ (ETF, 2020, p. 15).
This perspective also considers the continuous development of individuals and
their excellence and the interaction between individuals and their surroundings.
Table 2 summarises the most important attributes associated with vocational

excellence.

Table 2. Main attributes of vocational excellence

Level Main attributes

Individual level / target group

In a narrower sense, VET is offered to individuals
with exceptional levels of technical and social
competences (including entrepreneurial skills) who
strive to attain mastery. In a broader sense, all
learners should benefit from vocational excellence.

Institutional level

VET providers offer flexible and personalised
learning, innovative pedagogies, the use of up-to-
date technology and equipment and the acquisition
of cross-curricular skills (e.g. creativity, critical
thinking) as well as high-quality, specialised
technical skills. They collaborate with other
education providers and enterprises (contributing to
regional skills strategies), are engaged in
international activities and ensure the CPD of
teachers and trainers.
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Level Main attributes

System level VET systems that are considered ‘highly
developed’ or ‘highly advanced’ in terms of quality
and relevance show ‘high performance’ in, for
example, internationalisation and innovation,
technological advancements, and partnerships and
collaboration with VET stakeholders. VET curricula
include both key competences (in particular those
related to entrepreneurship, active citizenship and
foreign languages) and occupation-specific skills,
and VET programmes are flexible and foster
progression to higher levels.

Source: Authors.

2.2.2. Inclusionin VET

According to Maurer et al. (2022), three aspects need to be considered in the

discussion of social inclusion in education and particularly in VET.

(a) Target group. The authors refer to three approaches in this context. The first
is a more traditional understanding, which focuses on people with physical
and/or intellectual disabilities. The second is a broader understanding, which
includes vulnerable groups such as sexual and ethnic minorities. The third
approach ‘does not focus on any specific social group, in the sense of all means
all’ (Maurer et al., 2022, p. 4).

(b) Aims. It is important to determine whether access to VET holds inherent value
due to the knowledge and skills it provides or if it primarily serves as a stepping
stone towards entering the labour market or pursuing further education.

(c) Removing barriers. This is considered important for providing access to
educational opportunities ('°) (Maurer et al., 2022).

The history of research in VET regarding inclusion is, however, rather short
(Kimmelmann et al., 2022, p. 124) and there is no common definition or conceptual
understanding of inclusion in education or VET (?°). Moreover, the interpretations
in different educational subdisciplines (e.g. sociology, psychology, special needs
education) vary, as do their concepts of target groups, including whether there
should be a focus on all learners or specific vulnerable groups only. Particularly in
the German-speaking area, it has been observed that scientific discussions on
inclusion in educational settings tend to be controversial because of tensions, for
example, between the understanding of inclusion as a human right and national
educational policies or between normative principles of inclusion (related to

("°)  Maurer et al. (2022) point out that in educational literature focused on social inclusion, barriers are generally
viewed in a negative light. However, sociological and comparative education research often suggests that
some level of barriers within education and training systems is necessary for their functioning (e.g. certain
admission requirements may be necessary to ensure quality standards).

(®) However, there is a considerable amount of literature about inclusion in the education field.
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appreciation and belonging) and the achievement principle (Kimmelmann et al.,
2022, p. 125).

The following sections provide some insights from literature related to the
concept of inclusion at the individual, institutional and system levels and in future
VET scenarios.

2.2.21. Inclusion at the individual level

In contrast to vocational excellence, inclusion cannot be seen as a characteristic
of a person; rather, it describes a goal, often one related to a specific target group
(InclusiVET, 2023) (*'). As mentioned above, in discussions on inclusion in VET
that adopt a rather narrow understanding of the term, specific disadvantaged or
vulnerable target groups are frequently mentioned. Such vulnerable groups
include, for example, people with disabilities, low-qualified or low-skilled people,
minorities, people with migrant backgrounds (including refugees) and people with
fewer learning opportunities in general. Learners with fewer opportunities are
people who, for economic, social, cultural, geographical, health or any other
reasons, including educational difficulties, age, sexual orientation, gender identity
and certain life experiences (e.g. having dealt with discrimination or violence), face
obstacles that prevent them from having effective access to education
opportunities. These learners may face exclusionary pressures or barriers to
access, attendance, participation and learning (Crenshaw, 1989; Varsik &
Gorochovskij, 2023) (?%). This narrow understanding of inclusion is sometimes
criticised because it views learners’ differences from a deficit perspective (e.g.
Cruz et al., 2023). However, if inclusion is understood in the broader sense of
respecting diversity and aiming for equity, every individual learner is at the centre,
regardless of their background, previous education or strengths and limitations.

2.22.2. Inclusion at the institutional level

Inclusion can be a characteristic of the approach of a VET institution, informing, for
example, the pathways, programmes and support structures offered, the
pedagogical competences of the VET practitioners and the approaches used for
the delivery of VET. The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive

(3') These groups are sometimes called ‘under-represented groups of learners. However, it needs to be noted
that ‘the definition of an underrepresented learner is context-dependent and can carry varying connotations
depending on the country, educational institution, and/or field of study. Moreover, the boundaries between
“mainstream” and “underrepresented” learners are blurred, allowing for the possibility that a learner can
display mainstream attributes in certain aspects while possessing underrepresented characteristics in
others simultaneously’ (InclusiVET, 2023, p. 11).

(® It is often also emphasised that aspects that can lead to exclusion (e.g. ethnicity, gender, disability,
socioeconomic background, age) should not be considered in isolation, as all these factors interact in a
complex manner and have countless intersections. The concept of ‘intersectionality’ was coined by
Crenshaw (1989) in the feminist discourse and has found its way into many other contexts, including
education (see e.g. Varsik & Gorochovskij, 2023).
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Education developed a comprehensive knowledge base on inclusive education
and identified areas associated with inclusive VET, which include organisational
aspects and the application of learner-centred, flexible approaches that put
learners’ abilities centre stage (Kyriazopoulou & Weber, 2013, pp. 7-8). In a broad
understanding of the concept, inclusion in VET (and in education in general) can
be seen as referring to diversity-sensitive pedagogy in which diversity is not limited
to single dimensions (e.g. a migrant background) but rather takes into account the
intersectionality of various factors (Crenshaw, 1989). Inclusion manifests 'as an
interdisciplinary approach and specific view of educational processes and their
qualitative development in the context of diversity’ (Kimmelmann et al., 2022,
p. 126).

The pilot survey conducted as part of the ‘Feasibility study for surveying
principals, teachers, learners and in-company trainers in initial vocational
education and training’ (*) developed for Cedefop also adopts a broad
understanding of inclusion, considering all learners with their individual needs and
focusing on equity (**): ‘Inclusion in vocational education and training means that
every learner matters equally. This entails that teaching and learning responds to
individual needs in how it is organised, delivered, and assessed to ensure high
retention rates and high quality for all’ (). The pilot survey refers, for example, to
the following aspects of inclusion: providing support to learners with special
educational needs or disabilities; applying learner-centred approaches in teaching;
teaching groups of learners of mixed abilities; teaching groups of learners from
multilingual and multicultural backgrounds; identifying and supporting learners at
risk of dropping out; using inclusive learning materials (e.g. that avoid stereotypes
and are accessible for all); offering inclusive learning environments; and
developing relationships with wider support services (e.g. careers and guidance
centres, social services, community support groups).

Learning outcomes can, in principle, also be used to support the inclusiveness
of VET (%). The flexible nature of learning outcomes enables not only meeting the
needs of students with special educational requirements but also opening up VET
to non-traditional learner groups (e.g. older learners), breaking gender patterns in
VET enrolment and, in general, responding to the diverse needs of learners
(NCAA, 2019). This can be facilitated by the modularisation (Cedefop, 2010b;

(*®)  Final report submitted to Cedefop in December 2022.

(®) This is in contrast to the approach of equal treatment and the assumption that everyone can benefit from
the same support or learning opportunities (see Boston University Diversity & Inclusion, n.d.).

(*®) ‘Feasibility study for surveying principals, teachers, learners and in-company trainers in initial vocational
education and training’, final report submitted to Cedefop in December 2022. Ockham IPS was a partner in
this project.

(®®)  While not the focus, this is implicitly addressed in the ongoing Cedefop study ‘The shift to learning outcomes:
rhetoric or reality?’, as the study explores the influence of curricula based on learning outcomes on teaching,
learning and assessment practices (see also Cedefop, 2012; 2016; 2021).
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2015) of programmes (enabling the validation of non-formal and informal learning
and the recognition of prior learning in general), less standardised learning,
learner-centred modalities, individualised learning plans, differentiated teaching
approaches, personalised learning activities and flexible pacing. These aspects
link to learner well-being, as the use of learning outcomes can increase
transparency about what is expected of learners and reduce stress among learners
(Mahajan & Singh, 2017). The link between learning outcomes and pedagogies
supporting inclusion is, however, not always clear. While Bjgrnavold (2019) notes
that ‘it is not clear whether aspirations regarding learner-centred education and
training, or, indeed, active and open learning, can be linked to the learning
outcomes shift’, the results of the survey conducted as part of the Cedefop study
‘The shift to learning outcomes; rhetoric_or reality?” do indeed point to this
connection. Most of the VET teachers and trainers surveyed “strongly agree” or
“tend to agree” that using learning outcomes makes their teaching more learner-
centred (86 %), [and] helps them respond to learner diversity and include all
learners in the learning process (81.3 %)’ (Cedefop, 2024, p. 90).

2.2.2.3. Inclusion at the system level

In many countries, inclusion is emphasised as the overall goal of education
systems; however, it is conceptualised in various ways (Dunajeva, 2022). In a
broad understanding, inclusion is seen not as an add-on or a ‘nice-to-have’ option
for VET systems but as a core element of high-quality VET, being good for all VET
learners (?"). Addressing inclusion at the VET system level entails considering
various components, such as governance, the provision of VET access
opportunities, the identification of skills needs, the design of qualifications and
curricula, the delivery of VET (including work-based learning), assessment and
certification, the education and CPD of teachers and trainers, the provision of
guidance and support, and monitoring and evaluation (e.g. ILO, 2020, p. 42).
Cedefop has developed 41 structural indicators for inclusive VET. These
indicators refer to relatively enduring but modifiable features, such as structures,
mechanisms, roles and responsibilities, that define an inclusive VET system
(Cedefop, 2019b). Cedefop’s VET policies timeline tool (Cedefop, n.d.-a) also uses
a broad understanding of inclusion that relates to governing VET and lifelong
learning (e.g. using skills intelligence to make decisions about VET and lifelong
learning for quality, inclusiveness and flexibility), modernising VET infrastructure
(e.g. modernising VET standards, curricula, programmes and training courses to

(*) As concluded in a report by the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education: ‘The key
outcome highlighted in the course of the project analysis is that what is good and efficient practice for
learners with SEN [special educational needs] / disabilities in VET and in the transition to employment is
good practice for all learners’ (Kyriazopoulou & Weber, 2013, p. 7).
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ensure a balanced mix of vocational and technical skills aligned with economic
cycles), supporting a lifelong learning culture and increasing participation. A
separate subcategory of inclusion explicitly refers to ensuring equal opportunities
and inclusiveness in education and training by making VET pathways and
programmes inclusive and accessible for all. This also includes promoting
permeable VET systems, avoiding dead ends and offering the opportunity to VET
learners to continue their learning career at higher levels, including in higher
education.

Evidence from Cedefop’s policy monitoring shows that the priority of ensuring
equal opportunities in VET is the most popular one among countries investigated
and is systematically included in VET policies. It can be observed that ‘23 EU-27+
countries opted to work towards inclusion and equal opportunities — for example,
by preventing early leaving from education and training and promoting gender
equality. Target groups include people with disabilities, people in remote
geographical areas, low-skilled, minorities, migrants and refugees’ (Cedefop,
2023c, p. 4) (®).

2.2.2.4. Inclusion in future VET scenarios

In the ‘Changing nature and role of VET in Europe’ project, one of the scenarios
developed implicitly reduces VET to its social inclusion function. The ‘Firefighter
VET scenario suggests:

‘VET is strongly connected with active labour market policies, providing
mainly qualifications at low levels (EQF 2—4)[.]
Measures are mainly addressing adults (at risk), early school leavers
and individuals with immediate, short-term skills needs].]
No particular pathways; emphasis on remedial measures for people at
risk or in need of immediate skills updates|.]
[...]
Risks of labour market and societal polarisation with stigmatisation of
VET learners[.]

(Cedefop, 2020, pp. 223, 225)

In addition, the ‘Cottage gardens’ scenario also refers to the social inclusion
function of VET: ‘In some sectors and regions VET has evolved into a clear, highly
valued (set of) route(s) (VET as a trademark). In other spheres it predominantly
fulfils a social inclusion function, as a well-designed “second chance” route for early
school leavers’ (Cedefop, 2020, p. 212).

(¥) These 23 countries are: Austria, Belgium (both Flemish-speaking and French-speaking regions), Bulgaria,
Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, ltaly, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia and Spain.

36


https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/changing-nature-and-role-vocational-education-and-training-vet-europe

VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

2.225.  Preliminary conclusions

In a narrower understanding, inclusion in VET can be seen as referring to providing
learning opportunities for people who are vulnerable or at risk of social exclusion.
This could involve removing barriers to ensure access to VET and providing
upskilling and reskilling opportunities to support learners in developing their
potential and participating in education, society and the labour market. In a broader
definition, inclusion can be seen as referring to achieving equity and dealing with
diversity and the needs of diverse learners in general. Ensuring inclusion in VET
requires appropriate VET institutions and programmes that include occupational
and transversal competences to promote the employability of different groups of
learners, empower them and enable them to have sustainable careers. Inclusive
VET also encompasses teaching formats and learning environments that are
suitable for removing barriers that restrict access to learning. Inclusion in VET can
generally be related to learners’ well-being, sense of belonging and engagement
with learning for educational success. Table 3 summarises the most important
attributes associated with inclusion in VET.

Table 3. Main attributes of inclusion in VET

Level Main attributes

Individual level / target group In a narrower sense, inclusion refers to VET offered to people
with physical and/or learning disabilities or other vulnerable or
disadvantaged groups. In a broader sense, all learners are
targeted, as inclusion is understood as aiming for equity and
respecting diversity and the intersectionality of different
diversity factors.

Institutional level VET providers offer teaching and learning that respond to
individual needs, applying learner-centred, flexible
approaches (including individualised learning plans and
activities). Support and guidance are provided to learners in
accordance with their needs.

System level In a broader sense, inclusion in VET is related to policies,
practical measures and funding streams that focus on
developing and sustaining a VET system that reduces
socioeconomic inequalities and promotes pathways for every
learner regardless of their background and economic
prosperity for all. It is a fundamental aspect of high-quality
VET that deals with governance dimensions, including
creating access and progression opportunities and removing
barriers; developing VET curricula that ensure employability
(including occupational and transversal competences);
ensuring the adequate competences of teachers and trainers;
and facilitating tailor-made pathways and targeted support,
guidance, resources and infrastructures.

Source: Authors.
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2.3. Vocational excellence and inclusion — a holistic
approach

2.3.1. Contradictory or complementary objectives?

The history of excellence and inclusion in VET could presumably be told in the
form of a debate about its production function (i.e. the labour and skills available
for the production of goods and services) and its socialisation or development
function (i.e. personal development and the integration of the younger generation
into society). Although — as shown above — the terms used have changed over the
past few decades, debates on excellence can be relatively clearly associated with
the production function of VET and a meritocratic view of education. Related
concepts such as innovation, talent, performance, quality, efficiency and
effectiveness are usually used in the context of this understanding of excellence.
Inclusion, on the other hand, is often associated with terms such as participation,
integration, equal rights, self-determination and the protection of minorities.
Against this background, it is hardly surprising that excellence and inclusion could
be perceived as contradictory at first (ETF, 2020) (?°). This report pays particular
attention to the contexts of use where these potential contradictions are resolved,
and vocational excellence and inclusion are conceptualised as mutually
reinforcing.

The literature analysis shows that vocational excellence and inclusion are
multifaceted concepts; they are defined in diverse ways, often focus on individual
features only and are influenced by different theoretical perspectives, assumptions
and positions. Whether they are perceived as contradictory or complementary
goals strongly depends on how they are understood and conceptualised, what
aspects are associated with them in what context and what measures are used to
pursue them. In particular, the nature of the different target groups at the
foreground — such as gifted or high-achieving people in the case of excellence and
vulnerable groups of learners at risk of exclusion from the labour market and
society in the case of inclusion — can reinforce the perceived contradiction. On the
one hand, there is a risk that the importance of achieving top performance in VET
may sometimes be eclipsed by the focus on support for the less talented or less
able (Cedefop, 2010a, p. 67). On the other hand, at the individual level, the concept
of excellence is often closely associated with being better than others (the ‘elitist
approach’); this raises the question of whether excellence contradicts the goal of
equity in education and, therefore, inclusion.

(*®) This is, for example, emphasised by the ETF (2020, p. 2): ‘Excellence in learning is the goal of all education
and training systems both within and outside the European Union (EU). In the area of vocational training,
excellence is traditionally contrasted with inclusiveness.’
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However, both the exploratory examination of VET policy and the literature
review show that the two concepts can also be seen as two sides of the same coin.
This is also emphasised by Mironov et al. (2024, p. 124): ‘Even [though] apparently
these terms seem contrasting, they are not to be treated as mutually exclusive
perspectives, as the occurrence of one of them does not supersede the other.’ In
contrast, their combination is expected to help create an environment in which all
learners can flourish and succeed in their chosen professions. One type of linkage
identified in the literature is a supportive and interlinked relationship between the
two, as ‘excellence without equity risks leading to large economic and social
disparities; equity at the expense of quality is a meaningless aspiration’
(Schleicher, 2014, as cited in GIVE Partnership, 2023, p. 9). Both are considered
essential components of an effective education system, as attempting ‘to
emphasise excellence while neglecting to focus on ensuring equity within
education systems does not facilitate overall excellence’ (Hornby, 2020, pp. 1-2).
Other research even suggests that inclusion is an inherent component of VET
excellence (ETF, 2020). Some researchers echo this approach by referring to
inclusive VET as a marker of excellence (Wiliams & Ang, 2021, p.4) or
emphasising that ‘inclusion and excellence are mutually reinforcing’ (Hazelkorn &
Klemencic, 2022). The principle of ‘inclusive excellence’ reaffirms that excellence
is a part of all the core missions of education and training systems — learning and
teaching, research and innovation, knowledge use and diffusion, engagement and
service to society and institutional governance and management. It may also refer
to the consideration of diversity and individual differences in VET in general. The
abovementioned GIVE project, with its focus on inclusive excellence, takes up this
aspect and emphasises that pedagogy must move from a deficit model to an
appreciation of the individual potential of each student. Such pedagogy must focus
on the students, their needs and their characteristics to ensure that each individual
in society receives personalised attention and support in a learning and working
environment (°). From this perspective, inclusion can, for example, be understood
‘as the active, intentional, and ongoing engagement with diversity, in the curriculum
and in communities (intellectual, social, cultural, geographical) with which
individuals might connect in ways that increase awareness, content knowledge,
cognitive sophistication, and empathic understanding of the complex ways
individuals interact within systems and institutions’ (Gendron, 2022, p. 56).

Majumdar (2023, p. 16) describes inclusive excellence as:

(*)  Vocational excellence is sometimes criticised as elitist and something that can only be achieved by those
from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. However, a broader understanding of vocational excellence sees
it as clearly meant for all learners.
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‘a framework designed to integrate Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and

Excellence effort. Diversity is used to describe and accommodate the

various mix of:

(a) Human Differences: personality, learning style, life experiences etc.

(b) Social Differences: race, ethnicity, gender, country of origin, social
status etc.

(c) Equity: The creation of opportunities for all irrespective of
background

(d) Inclusion: The policy of providing equal access to opportunities &
resources|.]’

Taking this further, Majumdar even claims that excellence cannot be achieved

without inclusion:

‘Excellence needs to be inclusive because it allows full realization of

human potential and promotion of fair and just society. Few key reasons

are as follows:

) Diversity of Perspectives — recognises different backgrounds

) Equal Opportunities: to excel regardless of differences

Social Cohesion: foster a sense of belonging & social bonds

Maximizing Talents: tap into wider pool of talents

) Ethical Imperatives: align with principle of fairness & equality[.]’
(Majumdar, 2023, p. 18)

~ ~—

(a
(b
(c
(d
(e

The (potentially) mutually reinforcing nature of the concepts of vocational

excellence and inclusion is also emphasised by the ‘Bridging innovation and
learning in TVET’ project (). At the project event ‘Towards inclusive excellence in

TVET’, organised in April 2024, the Italian Minister for Education and Merit,
Giuseppe Valditara, emphasised in his opening speech: ‘Merit in education means
promoting the unique talents of every young person, not just striving for
unattainable excellence, but empowering each individual to give their best and be
committed’ (%2).

@

*?)

The ‘Building innovation and learning in TVET’ project is a platform for policy learning and networking
between TVET stakeholders in Africa, the Asia—Pacific region and Europe. It is a joint initiative of the
International Centre for Technical and Vocational Education and Training of the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization, the German Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training
(BIBB) and the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research (BMBF). It supports the achievement
of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly goals 4 (quality education)
and 17 (partnerships for the goals).

The event focused on empowering learners at risk of exclusion through TVET and aimed to explore various
approaches to inclusive excellence in TVET systems across Europe, Africa and the Asia—Pacific region. It
strove to provide a platform for international policy learning, knowledge exchange, innovation transfer and
networking among TVET policymakers, practitioners and researchers. For more information, see the event
web page.
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Both concepts or objectives have the potential to contribute ‘to develop[ing]
equitable educational and training approaches, where diversity and inclusion are
not just accepted but actively leveraged for achieving excellence and collective
improvement’ (Mironov et al., 2024, p. 124). Ultimately, balancing excellence and
inclusion in VET policies seems to be crucial for ensuring that all individuals have
access to high-quality education and training opportunities, regardless of their
backgrounds or abilities. Achieving such a balance requires policies and
programmes that simultaneously promote high-quality training outcomes and
address issues of equity and accessibility.

In summary, it can be argued that the broader the perspective taken, the more
complementary the concepts of vocational excellence and inclusion tend to be. In
a more overarching or holistic approach, they are seen as essential components
of an effective education system that reinforce each other — helping to create an
environment in which all learners can flourish (emphasising aspects and principles
such as high quality, diversity, equity and empowerment). ‘Inclusive excellence’
refers to a coherent VET system that provides attractive and challenging
educational pathways for all learners, regardless of their backgrounds. It
encompasses all levels, components and aspects of VET as part of skills
ecosystems and takes into account economic, social and pedagogical goals and
values.

2.3.2. Excellence and inclusion in future VET scenarios

As part of the survey for the ‘Changing nature and role of VET in Europe’ project,
respondents were asked about the characteristics of VET desired for the year
2035. There was a common agreement that VET should have a broader focus,
ensuring ‘that it also contributes to social improvement, responding to societal
needs and not only to economic ones. And yet the characteristic “to promote social
inclusion”, which is closely related to full participation in society and active
citizenship, is at the bottom of the wish list’ (Cedefop, 2020, p. 179).

However, in the synthesis report of the ‘Future of VET’ project (Cedefop,
2023b), the linkage between vocational excellence and inclusion was emphasised.
As part of the project, the scenario approach was applied in a workshop in
Slovenia. The workshop highlighted the idea of inclusive excellence, understood
as the merging of excellence and professionalism with inclusivity in systems and
schools, in this way creating a diverse VET system that welcomes students of all
ages, enrolled in formal or non-formal IVET or CVET. The focus would be on work-
based learning and on developing the talents and abilities of students, including
those with special educational needs (SEN). Schools, chambers of commerce and
labour, companies and trade unions would use their human and financial resources
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to actively co-create VET programmes and establish conditions conducive to high-
quality implementation (ReferNet Slovenia & Cedefop, 2023). The key features of
this scenario are presented in Box 5 (Cedefop, 2022c).

Box 5. Inclusive excellence scenario

‘Understanding of VET. VET is understood as a highly diversified form of education
and training with a strong element of work-based learning provided at all levels, and
serving learners at all ages and with different backgrounds realizing the idea of
lifelong learning. ...

‘Role of VET in the education system. The principle of inclusive education has
become an integrative element of a broader concept of quality assurance and
therefore VET plays an important socio-integrative role. VET has become also further
professionalized in terms of quality of qualifications and teachers, their education and
cooperation with the environment and business. The lack of workers allowed trade
unions to fight for higher pay leading to better services/conditions resulting in mores
professionalism and a higher reputation of VET. The transfer of knowledge between
the spheres of education and work is an important dimension of education. In
practice, it is expressed by the exchange of staff between industry/businesses and
schools (VET programme providers). It is for the learners to choose whether to study
in school or in the company. Open qualifications are managed by the social partners.
The link between different chambers and entrepreneurs is highlighted, which
contributes to the contribution of VET and time-appropriate green and fair products. It
all contributes to the acquisition of a quality brand.

‘Target groups. VET addresses diverse target groups across all levels and serves
learners at all age groups, including the disadvantaged groups. VET accounts for the
highest share of learners compared to general education.

‘Learning provision. Most VET takes place in large school centres, which are
specialised in content and provide educational programmes at ISCED 3-5 levels, as
well as various forms and types of non-formal education. They combine
technical/professional gymnasiums where schooling culminates in a general
baccalaureate and it is possible to enter higher education and vocational/professional
schools where students can pass a final exam or a vocational bachelor’s degree ... .

‘Learning approaches. Key focus and the starting point is the individual career
development of young people based on their talents. Talent & Career centres are
intended for wider population and represent a public interest. Support and funds are
coming from different sources (public & private). Furthermore, they bring together
various counsellors covering all aspects of education (general, VET, adults).
Cooperation between different stakeholders, in particular the labour market
(entrepreneurs) and chambers is effective.’

Source: Cedefop (2022c).
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2.4. Linking the concepts of vocational excellence and
inclusion to the ‘orders of justification’

The analysis of policy documents from the past 25 years and of the policy-related
research literature shows that neither policy objective, vocational excellence or
inclusion, seems to be linked to specific education and training or qualification
levels (e.g. excellence is not a characteristic that exclusively refers to higher
levels). Instead, the objectives are associated with central societal aims, values
and conceptions of quality in VET — in short, with what VET should be about.
Cedefop’s framework for comparing types of VET discusses the general aims of a
VET system on the one hand and societal aims on the other hand, asking with
regard to the former:

‘To what extent does a VET system pursue effective skills-matching and

serve labour market demands, or adequate education offers for learners

in terms of their interests or support to individual careers?

[...]

These aims may be rooted in deeper and more general values and may

become a matter of debate when the quality of VET systems should be

assessed. Is there an emphasis on efficiency, effectiveness and

responsiveness, is it the resilience, legality, and sustainability which are

emphasised, or is the focus on permeability, inclusiveness and equity?’
(Cedefop, 2023b, pp. 15-16)

The societal aims of VET, which basically describe the different roles VET
may play, are distinguished into three broad categories: economic, social and
educational aims (Cedefop, 2023b, pp. 21-22). If these terms are understood
narrowly and viewed as divergent objectives, excellence can be attributed more to
the economic sphere and inclusion to the social sphere. With regard to the
educational aims, the division is less clear, as personal development, self-
fulfilment and passion for one’s vocation can be matters of both excellence and
inclusion, depending on the perspective taken. However, as discussed above, the
complementary nature of these concepts and aims emerges when they are
understood more broadly. Moreover, there will usually be a mix of these aims and
values in every VET system, and the balance between them will vary over longer
time periods, as has been shown by Bonoli and Gonon (2022) in their analysis of
VET in Switzerland over the past 100 years. However, favouring one or the other
perspective or value can have an impact on the policies formulated to achieve the
goals of vocational excellence or inclusion and consequently lead to tensions in
policy design.
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In order to avoid the danger of dichotomisation (inclusion and the social
sphere on the one hand, excellence and the economic sphere on the other) and to
move from the level of rhetoric to the level of analysis, it is necessary to take a
closer look at how vocational excellence and inclusion are ultimately manifested.
For example, it should be noted that the term ‘vocational excellence’ could be
‘instrumentalised in policy-making and serve as a euphemism for other reforms:
rationalisation, restructuring of governance, cost reduction, heightened
accountability or greater competition’ (ETF, 2020, p. 8). It is therefore not just a
question of who claims to support excellence or inclusion in which document but
also of how these concepts are justified and utilised. The theory of conventions,
specifically justification (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; Boltanski & Thévenot, 2007)
has proven to be helpful for similar questions in vocational research (e.g. Berner &
Gonon, 2016; Imdorf & Leemann, 2023; Leemann & Imdorf, 2015; Marhuenda-
Fluixa, 2022; Smeplass et al., 2024; Zehnder & Gonon, 2017).

This approach is particularly suitable for describing the coexistence of
competing and conflicting logics of action (conventions) in organisational or
discourse analyses. Essentially, Boltanski and Thévenot argue that modern
societies are governed not by a single social order but by multiple, coexisting
‘orders of justification’ or ‘orders or economies of worth’ (sometimes also called
‘spheres’ or ‘worlds of justification’). They identify seven (originally six) distinct
‘orders of worth’, each representing a specific ideal-type-based legitimate principle
or logic that people use to justify their actions and decisions in social and economic
life. They also ‘provide a framework for actors to justify their actions, critique
alternative perspectives, and engage in meaningful social interactions’ (Smeplass
et al., 2024, p. 7). An overview of these principles of justification adapted for VET
(with respect to coordination principles and policies in VET) is presented in
Table 4 (*3).

Table 4. Orders of justification and their assignment to the coordination
principles and policies in VET

Order of justification Coordination principle of Vocational education and
VET legitimate knowledge
imparted
Market based Competition, demand, Cost-effective education in in-
profitability, price demand skills with a view

towards better employment
prospects for learners and
greater future financial
rewards

(%)  For further discussion on the application of the orders of justification in education, see, for example,
Leemann and Imdorf (2019, pp. 3-45).
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Order of justification

Coordination principle of
VET

Vocational education and
legitimate knowledge

Industrial

Efficiency, productivity,
expertise, innovation,
technological advancement,
specialisation

imparted

Transfer of applied knowledge
(know-how,  savoir faire);
integration ~ of  innovative
technologies and industry-
relevant skills to improve the
graduates’ readiness for the
world of work and contribute to
the growth and
competitiveness of the
industrial sector and the
economy as a whole

Domestic

Community, interpersonal
relationships, well-being of
individuals

Education based on respect,
trust and loyalty (savoir étre);
promotion of a positive and
supportive learning
environment that contributes
to learners’ emotional well-
being, motivation and overall
success

Civic

Equality, justice, societal well-
being, citizenship

Education open to everybody;
promotion of social inclusion
and of opportunities for all
individuals to develop their
skills and potential; transfer of
general knowledge (savoir)

Inspired

Vocation

Promotion of education that
fosters passion, creativity and
artistic expression

Fame based (or opinion
order)

Public opinion/image

Visible education of good
reputation

Project based

Network extension

Flexibility; open education that
fosters mobility; promotion of
adaptability and problem-
solving abilities

Source: Authors, based on Berner and Gonon (2016) and Smeplass et al. (2024).

These orders of justification can be used to understand the different rationales
and values that underpin educational practices, policies and stakeholder
expectations. Each order claims universal validity for itself but can also be criticised
and further developed internally. When the orders of justification clash, they do not
merge but retain their own order of values. This leads to disputes about which
order can claim validity in a given situation. From the perspective of one order, the
value of people, artefacts or arrangements in the other order may be criticised, and
one order can, under certain circumstances, assert itself as a radical criticism of
the other. However, compromises are often also made between different value
systems to avoid or settle disputes and reach agreements. In this way, two or more
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orders can coexist for a certain period of time with more or less equal weight and
without problems. Recognising and acknowledging these different perspectives
can help to balance the diverse values associated with and expectations placed
on VET and to develop an approach that meets a wide range of social, economic
and cultural needs.

Based on Table 4, initial conclusions can be drawn as to which order the
justifications of vocational excellence and inclusion may follow. Excellence is quite
likely to be justified by market-oriented and industrial logics, while inclusion is
clearly a matter of the civic and domestic orders. Two further orders (‘inspired’ and
‘fame based’) can be reasonably expected to be used to promote both inclusion
and excellence objectives. However, there is no one-to-one correspondence
between vocational excellence or inclusion and the orders of justification; none of
the orders of justification is reserved exclusively for one or other of these two policy
objectives. As noted by Gonon and Stolz (2012, p. 10), ‘inclusion and exclusion
are results of the interplay of supply and demand and of the availability and
accessibility of resources’. Thus, in the event of a labour shortage, for example,
the inclusion of all available workers (including those who would otherwise tend to
be excluded, such as migrants, people entitled to asylum, people with learning
disabilities) can also follow market-based orders of justification. The ‘inspired order’
(e.g. passion for and creativity in an occupation) can probably support both
excellence and inclusion. This can be seen, for example, when creativity and
passion are honoured in a skills competition, but also when people with disabilities
are offered various craft workshops in accordance with their wishes and talents. In
this study, the orders of justification are used as additional lenses through which
the data gathered can be viewed and analysed. However, it is not possible to carry
out detailed analyses related to the theory of convention, as the related information
on justifications is not always contained in the policy documents analysed.
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3.1. The three-perspective model as a basis for the
analytical framework

The analysis of the literature shows that there are no clear and generally accepted
definitions of vocational excellence and inclusion. The research approach used
here is therefore based on selected aspects or attributes that are frequently
associated with these concepts and that can be used as ‘signals’ for vocational
excellence and/or inclusion when analysing national VET policy documents. The
use of signals also seems necessary because policies are rarely designed with the
sole aim of promoting excellence and/or inclusion.

To structure these signals, the three-perspective model, developed and
further refined in the previous Cedefop projects ‘Changing nature and role of VET
in Europe’ and ‘Future of VET’, was chosen. The three-perspective model, initially
designed to analyse conceptions of VET among different countries and changes
in them over time, describes three, partly overlapping, main perspectives: a
socioeconomic or labour market perspective, an epistemological and pedagogical
perspective and an education system perspective (Cedefop, 2023b). Overall, the
model includes 50 dimensions for analysing VET systems and their component
parts, structured around the three overlapping main perspectives. For the
purposes of this study, it was necessary to adapt the model and focus on selected
dimensions to describe signals of vocational excellence and inclusion and link
them to potential orders of justification. The components of the analytical
framework are presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1.  Analytical framework based on the three-perspective model

The three-perspective analytical model - overlapping lenses
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Co-ordination between education and system destination VET teacher
work — provider and system level recruitment

Source: Authors, based on Cedefop (2023b).

The use of this analytical framework for the development of the research tool
for analysing VET policy documents and identifying to what extent and how
vocational excellence and/or inclusion are addressed as policy objectives is
discussed before the research tool and approach are presented. The current part
of the study focuses on the development of a conceptual basis to serve as the
foundation for more in-depth research in the subsequent parts of the study.

3.2. Using the three-perspective model to define
signals for tracking excellence and inclusion

The model is not directly applicable to analysing or comparing national VET policy
documents and approaches in terms of excellence and inclusion. However, as
shown in the previous related Cedefop projects, the three-perspective model can
be applied as an analytical framework for different purposes by ‘zooming in’ and
‘zooming out’ on certain dimensions, such as vocational excellence and inclusion,
and viewing them through the lens of all three perspectives in the model. Based
on the discussions of excellence and inclusion in EU policy documents and in the
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literature (Chapter 2), and the research questions underlying this project, an
analytical research tool was developed using a step-by-step approach (**).

As the first step, the attributes linked to the concepts of vocational excellence
and inclusion, as identified in Chapter 2, were mapped in the structure of the
dimensions and categories of the three-perspective model (Cedefop, 2023a) (3°).
This was an important exercise to help distinguish between different approaches
to the concepts and sharpen our focus on what goals and priorities can be
identified in national VET policy documents, with a view towards answering the
research questions underpinning this study. To this end, the dimensions from the
model that were deemed most relevant to identifying the characteristics associated
with excellence and inclusion were selected. The original structure of assigning the
dimensions to the three perspectives was abandoned to a certain extent by
combining (and in some cases also renaming) some of them. Moreover, to some
extent, the aspects and options these dimensions cover had to be changed to do
better justice to the topics of excellence and inclusion (3¢). In particular, the key
aspects referred to in relation to vocational excellence and inclusion (i.e. the target
group and the central aim) and the aspects addressed in research question 2 were
considered.

Table 5. Overview of selected dimensions used, their focuses and their links to
the three-perspective model

Dimensions Link to the three-perspective model

used

Central aim The focus here is on the | Role of VET in the overall education and
central aim emphasised by | training system: 1. Education system aims, 2.
the policy, at the individual, | Quality criteria and values, 3. Parity of esteem /
institutional, VET system and | VET status

societal levels. VET in society: 21. Societal aims

Pedagogical aims and objectives: 33.
Pedagogical/personal aims

(3*) Thus, our starting point can be considered ‘informed assumptions’, due to a lack of commonly agreed
definitions of these concepts. It is acknowledged that this is a somewhat normative approach that needs to
be balanced with a more explorative approach, particularly in the following two strands of this study.

(%) This exercise had already given an indication of which dimensions were most important for which of the
three strands of the study.

(®) In addition, it needs to be acknowledged that the three-perspective model and the dimensions and
categories included were developed for analysing and comparing VET systems. The aim of the current
research is to analyse VET policy documents (which may relate to broader reform objectives or focus on
specific aspects of a VET system or subsystem). As VET policy documents tend to be positive and forward-
looking, it is unlikely that a VET policy will, for example, aim to strengthen the status of VET if it is currently
characterised by a lower status than general/academic education. However, this current status may be
addressed in the explanation of the rationale for a particular VET reform aimed at improving the situation or
implicitly in the wording and presentation of a policy document.
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used

Target group

Focus

This dimension refers to the
target group specifically
addressed by the VET policy
document. This could be, for
example, all VET learners,
learners in a subsystem of
VET (e.g. apprenticeship
training), a specific age group
(e.g. adult learners) or VET
learners with specific
characteristics (e.g. very
talented or high-performing
learners, vulnerable
groups () and learners with
fewer opportunities (°)).

Chapter 3.
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Link to the three-perspective model

Learner status and target groups: 31. Learner
status/identity, 32. Target groups

Content of
curriculum

Here, the focus is on whether
the VET policy document
analysed has an intended
impact on the content of
curricula  (e.g. intended
learning  outcomes), for
example in terms  of
transversal or occupational
competences or in terms of
setting higher or lower
requirements.

Type and use of skills and knowledge: 25. Type
and portability of knowledge and skills
Knowledge approach and acquisition: 36.
Knowledge approach and focus, 38. Character
and use of knowledge

Role of general and civic content

Curriculum design

Delivery

This dimension refers to the
forms of teaching and
learning emphasised in the

VET policy document,
including modularisation /
partial  qualifications, the

development of new
programme or pathways in

VET (e.g. extracurricular
activities, catch-up or
bridging  pathways, the

validation of non-formal and
informal learning for gaining
access to VET programmes
or granting exemptions), the
pedagogical and didactical
approach  (e.g. learning
format and context) and the
guidance and support offered
to VET learners.

Knowledge approach and acquisition: 37.
Approach to knowledge acquisition

Teaching approaches and role of teachers
Assessment approaches

Learning formats and contexts
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Dimensions Link to the three-perspective model

used

Funding This dimension refers to | Governance and funding: 29. Sources of
whether the VET policy | funding

document includes any
indication of a specific budget
earmarked in relation to the
objectives and measures
presented and whether there
is any indication of intended
changes to resource
allocation, for example in
terms of target groups, VET
subsystems or sectors.

(®)  Such vulnerable groups include people with disabilities, low-qualified/low-skilled people, minorities,
people with migrant backgrounds, including refugees, and people with fewer opportunities due to their
geographical location and/or their socially/economically disadvantaged situation.

(®)  Learners with fewer opportunities refers to people who, due to economic, social, cultural, geographical
or health reasons, having a migrant background, a disability and/or learning difficulties, or any other
reason, including those that can give rise to discrimination under Article 21 of the Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union, face obstacles that prevent them from having effective
access to education opportunities.

NB: See Cedefop (2023a).
Source: Authors.

These dimensions form the core of the categories of the research tool for this
study (presented in Section 3.3), which was used to analyse the intended changes
expressed in VET policy documents in terms of vocational excellence and/or
inclusion. As there may also be other relevant aspects addressed in the policy
documents (e.g. in relation to the CPD of teachers and trainers or the infrastructure
of VET institutions), the research tool includes an ‘other’ category.

Since research question 3 aims to determine whether the policies on
excellence and inclusion contradict or complement each other, this potential area
of tension is considered from the outset. With regard to the mapping of national
policy documents, the research aims to examine whether the objectives they
express or the content they contain are more or less relevant to vocational
excellence than to inclusion or whether these concepts are equally addressed.
Figure 2 shows that the concepts and orientation of a VET policy document cannot
be presented and differentiated in a linear fashion but must be localised in a grid.
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Figure 2. Plot of priorities of national policies in the (potential) field of tension
between vocational excellence and inclusion
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The mapping exercise resulted in a table that provides ‘signals’ for identifying
vocational excellence and inclusion based on a selected number of (slightly
adapted) dimensions of the three-perspective model (37). Moreover, whenever
possible, these signals were tagged with the (assumed) corresponding orders of
justification (see Table 6).

To operationalise the underlying research questions, we start with a — to some
extent — contrasting orientation of excellence and inclusion (as pursued as
objectives in national policy documents) and focus on their opposing aspects
wherever possible when identifying the signals. However, when, for example,
vulnerable groups are mentioned as target groups and the instance is counted as
a signal for inclusion, this is founded on a rather narrow understanding of inclusion,
which is not necessarily the one the research wants to promote. Rather, the
exercise is about using contrasts analytically to sharpen the subject focus and
facilitate the assessment of the extent to which a policy document is more relevant
to vocational excellence or inclusion (Figure 2).

(®) The dimensions are also included as categories in the research tool introduced in Section 3.4.
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It also needs to be noted that identifying vulnerable groups as the target
groups of a policy is only one of the potential signals indicating the relevance of
this policy document to inclusion; other aspects are also analysed before an overall
assessment is made. It is possible that the same policy document may address
both objectives to some extent and, for example, refer to very talented learners in
addition to vulnerable ones and to intended changes for both target groups. It is
therefore important to consider several characteristics together before determining
the predominant focus and orientation of a policy document (i.e. its relevance to
excellence, inclusion or both). It should also be noted that some aspects that are
considered signals may be linked to both vocational excellence and inclusion (e.g.
the introduction of individualised programmes or pathways or the use of artificial
intelligence in teaching and learning in VET). As indicated above, the contrasting
orientations used are sometimes related to a narrower understanding of these
concepts, which can be seen as a risk if one or the other concept is emphasised
more strongly. For example, a strong focus on excellence could be seen as an
‘elitist focus’ (related to the market-based or industrial order of justification) and the
signals presented may be understood as based on a narrow understanding of
vocational excellence. This could be interpreted (at least by some stakeholders)
as having a negative connotation if other target groups are neglected.
Nevertheless, this approach is considered useful as it helps to identify the
orientation of a policy document and potentially also the order of justification. It can
also trigger a critical reflection on the unintended or unmentioned consequences
of a policy and help to locate the focus of the policies analysed in the context of
this potential area of tension.

To illustrate this approach, Table 6 presents possible signals for vocational
excellence and inclusion and potential orders of justification based on the key aims
that the VET policy documents analysed might contain.

Table 6. Examples of signals for vocational excellence and inclusion and

associated orders of justification

Dimension Signals for inclusion (and potential
orders of justification)

VET (policy) addressing the:

Signals for excellence (and potential

orders of justification)
VET (policy) addressing the:

Central

aim T AT
individual level: individual level:

supports high achievers in getting high-quality
employment positions and progressing
quickly in their careers (market-based),

supports advanced professional learning and
education to develop leaders and innovators
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Dimension
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Signals for excellence (and potential

Signals for inclusion (and potential

orders of justification)
for technological advancement in specific
sectors (industrial);

orders of justification)

institutional level:

focuses on quality criteria for VET providers
associated with excellence in delivering VET
(in terms of teachers’ and trainers’
competences, pedagogy, infrastructure and
innovative technologies, collaboration with
labour market organisations, research
institutions, etc.) (market-based, industrial);

institutional level:

focuses on quality criteria for VET providers
associated with promoting equal
opportunities in delivering VET (civic) and
ensuring the emotional well-being of
learners (domestic) (in terms of teachers’
and trainers’ competences, pedagogy,
tailored programmes, targeted support,
infrastructure);

VET system level:

aims to underpin VET’s standing as a high-
quality educational opportunity that is aligned
with labour market demands (market order)
and contributes to the growth and
competitiveness of the industrial sector and to
the economy as a whole (industrial);

VET system level:

aims to remove barriers and counter
possible risk factors for marginalised
groups seeking access to training and
employment (civic, domestic)

aims to reduce the number of early school
leavers and young people not in education,
employment or training (NEETs) (civic,
domestic);

societal level:

emphasises the high relevance of VET for
providing a high-quality workforce
(particularly  high achievers, innovators,

entrepreneurs, leaders) with a view to
economic prosperity (market-based,
industrial)

societal level:

aims to reduce socioeconomic inequalities
(civic),

emphasises economic prosperity by
providing as many workers as possible for
the labour market (particularly for low-
skilled tasks, including low-status jobs and
employment types for specific target
groups) (market-based).

Source: Authors.

3.3.

Research tool and approach

The following sections describe the tasks undertaken in the process of data
collection and present the research tool developed. Moreover, the approach for
analysing the data collected and the limitations of the research approach are
outlined ().

(%) Recognised VET experts from the 30 countries covered in this study (selected based on their proven
expertise in the field of VET — see Annex 3) were involved in conducting country research. They were
equipped with the research tool and a guidance note; moreover, a briefing session was organised to
address any open questions. Individual consultation meetings were also organised online if required.
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3.3.1. Data collection

3.3.1.1. Selection of national VET policy documents to be analysed

The aim of this study is not to analyse national VET systems in terms of excellence
and inclusion but rather to examine how the objectives of excellence and inclusion
have been addressed in national VET policy documents. Thus, as research
question 1 asks how the objectives of excellence and inclusion have been
addressed in national policy documents over the past 25 years, it is important to
clarify the understanding of ‘national policy documents’ and specify what was
covered in the research.

As this research is closely aligned with Cedefop’s timeline of VET policies in
Europe, similar categories to those used in the timeline are used for this study.
Cedefop distinguishes between three broad types of policy documents: strategy/
action plan, regulation/legislation and practical measure/initiative. As the third type
refers to tangible, practical arrangements, it is excluded from this first strand of the
study. The other two categories, however, are useful for this context. They are
defined as follows (3°) (Cedefop, n.d.-c):

(a) Strategy/action plan or similar refers to national, regional or sectoral strategies,
action plans, alliances or partnerships, proposals for the creation of a
competent body, assignments by government to commissions or competent
bodies to prepare a proposal or a plan to address an issue. It can cover a
broader thematic field and include areas related to or affecting VET. e.g. an
employment strategy can include measures to strengthen guidance or provide
work-based training to the unemployed.

(b) Regulation/legislation refers to documents that set the legal and/or operational
framework for (re)defining rules/conditions or (re)organising structures, setting
up measures and actions. This type includes laws, decrees, acts, directives,
legislative and ministerial orders.

The term ‘policy development’ is used in Cedefop’s timeline tool as an
overarching category. However, the category ‘other policy’ was added here, as
some countries may have addressed excellence and/or inclusion in overarching
national VET policies:

‘A ‘policy’ means major objectives or principles which are intended to
guide the implementation and resource allocation decisions. Policies
can be supported by national laws, regulations, and relevant institutions.
Policies can be set for any area of practice — trade, foreign investment,

(%) Cedefop timeline of VET policies in Europe.
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demographic processes, employment and labour markets, as well as for
education and training.’
(Aggarwal & Gasskov, 2013)

Thus, compared with a strategy, a policy is a more generic document that sets
out the overall direction of activities (without necessarily specifying how to achieve
the related objectives) and covers a longer period. Overall, more general national
education-related policies were also included.

Country experts were asked to select the five national VET policy documents
for their country from 2000 onwards that they consider to be the most relevant in
terms of vocational excellence and/or inclusion. The selection was limited to five
items for practical reasons: the number of policy documents to be analysed per
country had to be limited to keep the study manageable, but at the same time it
had to be large enough to enable the identification of developments over time. It
was further decided to select the same number of policy documents for each
country in order to be able to draw at least some conclusions about the similarities
and differences in the approaches pursued by each country. The country experts
were advised to consider the following aspects:

(a) the selected national policy documents should each have a broad scope, for
example in terms of target groups, areas of VET or intended changes related
to vocational excellence and/or inclusion;

(b) in the case of national policy documents that were adopted a few years ago,
the effects that have (or have not) materialised (particularly related to
vocational excellence and/or inclusion) should also be taken into account when
assessing their relevance.

Country experts were asked to ensure, to the extent possible and reasonable,
that their selection of five national VET policy documents include no more than
three with a strong focus on (only) the same one concept. However, it was
permitted to choose VET policy documents with a (strong) relevance to both
concepts. Each policy document would later be rated on two separate scales, one
for excellence and one for inclusion, from 5 (strong focus on excellence/inclusion)
to 1 (no focus on excellence/inclusion); see Section 4.1.1. In this framework, policy
documents that were considered to have a strong focus on both vocational
excellence and inclusion and were rated 5 or 4 on both scales could be included.

Country experts were advised that — in addition to national sources — the
following sources could be used as a starting point for identifying relevant VET
policy documents:

(a) Cedefop’s timeline of VET policies in Europe;
(b) Cedefop’s VET in Europe country reports from ReferNet, which cover 2005—

2018 (Cedefop, n.d.-b);
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(c) Cedefop policy reports in the VETbib bibliographic database, going back to
2002;

(d) current policies listed on the Eurydice website;

(e) The International Labour Organization’s Natlex database of national labour,
social security and related human rights legislation.

3.3.1.2. Analysis and assessment of selected national VET policy documents

An Excel file was prepared that contains text fields for entering information and, for
some aspects/questions, answer options to be selected. The questionnaire
includes a mix of both closed-ended (mostly multiple choice) and open-ended
questions (usually for justifying the selection of answer options). Country experts
were asked to assess the five selected policy documents based on the categories
included in the research tool, containing information on the VET policy document
examined, its positioning in relation to excellence and inclusion, its key
characteristics, its target group and its intended changes, including changes to the
content of curricula or qualifications, the delivery or provision of VET programmes
or qualifications and the availability of financial resources through a specific
funding line.

The assessment related to the overall positioning of the policy document with
regard to excellence and inclusion is expected to provide an indication of the
priorities expressed in the national VET policy documents; however, this exercise
was not just about categorising the policy documents and recording the
corresponding numbers but also, in particular, about finding out how the concepts
of excellence and inclusion are understood, how they are promoted and what
(practical) measures they are associated with (*°). This objective was also
considered when designing the research instruments.

3.3.1.3. Overall assessment

Recording the number and type of national VET policy documents identified as
having a focus on excellence or inclusion enables only very limited conclusions to
be drawn about the priorities and intentions of a country’s VET system (*'). Thus,
in order to get an impression beyond what the five selected national policy

(4% For the last of these elements, the term ‘intended impact’ is used in the research tool. In the context of this
study, it refers to the intended changes and actions promoted in a policy document, particularly in relation
to the content and delivery of VET, but also to other aspects. This term is used to emphasise that the
intentions of a policy document are the focus of this part of the study rather than the actual implementation
of the change processes associated with vocational excellence and inclusion. This understanding therefore
differs from the use of the term ‘intended impact’ in the context of the ‘theory of change’ in evaluations (see
e.g. Todman, 2019).

(*')  Country experts were also advised that this study is not about evaluating the success of the selected policies
or of the VET systems as a whole in terms of excellence and inclusion, nor is it possible to do so on the
basis of the data to be collected.
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documents (categorised as regulation/legislation, strategy / action plan or other

policy) could provide, country experts were asked for a short overall assessment

based on the following questions.

(a) To what extent have the national VET objectives and priorities related to
vocational excellence and inclusion changed since 20007

(b) What is your overall assessment of the current situation in the national VET
context regarding vocational excellence and inclusion?

(c) To what extent do national VET policies on excellence and inclusion contradict
or complement each other?

(d) What other observations and conclusions in this context can you share with
us?

3.3.2. Approach to analysing the data collected
The analysis is based on the data included in the country expert questionnaire. In
addition, documents provided by the experts were analysed to some extent (using
automated translation tools) to gain further details and inform findings.

To prepare the data for analysis, the completed questionnaires were fed into
a comprehensive Excel database (*?). A coding scheme was used to identify
examples of the use of specific orders of justification. It was developed based on
what the orders of justification emphasise (as presented in Section 2.4). Since this
part of the study focuses on texts translated into English (and does not deal with
original documents, written in the relevant national language), a simplified
approach was chosen for the coding scheme and few keywords were selected.
These keywords include ‘labour market demands’, ‘employability’ (market based),
‘efficiency’, ‘innovation’, ‘specialisation’ (industrial), ‘individual support’, ‘learners’
well-being’ (domestic), ‘equality’, ‘equity’, ‘education open for all’ (civic), ‘creativity’,
‘passion’ (inspired), ‘prestige’, ‘reputation’, ‘public image’ (fame based),
‘collaborative learning’, ‘projects’ and ‘networks’ (project based) (*3). This was to
verify whether there was sufficient evidence collected related to one of the orders
of justification. Based on the approach taken for collecting and analysing data and
on patterns identified in the data, corresponding conclusions were drawn.

(*3)  The resulting dataset was checked for errors and inconsistencies (e.g. missing data); open-ended questions
were coded whenever applicable. For quantitative data preparation, new variables were created as needed
(e.g. a composite variable for the explicit reference to both inclusion and excellence). For variables from
closed-ended questions, descriptive statistics were calculated (e.g. frequency and median, as applicable)
to summarise the data. After the variables were analysed individually, cross-tabs between different variables
(and corresponding figures) were created to visualise and interpret the data.

(%) If these keywords were identified in the database as being present in one of the policy documents (in
particular, the statements on the overarching objectives identified in the selected policy documents and
presented by the country experts were used for this purpose), the entire description provided for this policy
document was analysed.
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3.3.3. Limitations of the research approach

This research takes an exploratory approach, aiming to achieve a better
understanding of developments in national VET objectives related to vocational
excellence and inclusion in 30 countries. Since these concepts lack universally
accepted definitions, indicators (‘signals’) of excellence and inclusion were
identified to aid the analysis of national policy documents. While the signals are
useful to some extent, it is important to note that different documents emphasise
various aspects of these concepts. The varying interpretations among countries
may lead to inconsistencies in analysis. Another challenge comes from the
linguistic diversity of the documents, as some key terms may lack direct
translations or have subtle differences in meaning between languages, which
could impact the interpretation of policy objectives.

While focusing on the qualitative analysis of policy documents can have
disadvantages (*4), the study’s 25-year scope provides valuable insights into the
development of vocational excellence and inclusion, offering an overview of how
these priorities have been addressed over time. Although the analysis focuses on
five key policy documents per country, which may not capture every policy shift or
recent development, this approach still provides a strong foundation for
understanding long-term trends. The overall assessments by the country experts
also provide a more comprehensive picture that goes beyond the policy documents
analysed. Moreover, the focus on policy intentions highlights the direction and
ambitions of national VET policies, setting the stage for future research on policy
outcomes.

In addition, while many policy documents do not provide explicit information
regarding their underlying justifications (i.e. the reasoning behind policy choices),
the study sheds light on their goals, strategies and intended change processes and
the actions they use to promote excellence and inclusion. Even without the detailed
rationale behind every decision, the analysis offers insights into how vocational
excellence and inclusion are framed in various national contexts and how these
policy objectives are promoted. This exploration lays the groundwork for the next
part of the overall project, which will undertake deeper investigations into the
underlying socioeconomic and cultural motivations shaping VET policies.

Overall, while the study provides valuable exploratory insights into vocational
excellence and inclusion, the findings presented in the following chapter should be
understood within the context of the above-mentioned constraints.

(*)  For a discussion on advantages and disadvantages, see, for example, Cardno (2018); for a substantial
critique of this method, see, for example, Codd (1988).
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This chapter presents the detailed analysis of the 150 policy documents examined.
It starts with an overview of the general characteristics of these policy documents
in terms of their overall positioning in relation to vocational excellence and/or
inclusion, type, year of issue, current validity, scope and sectoral coverage
(Section 4.1). It then examines how and in what sense the concepts of vocational
excellence and inclusion are used in these policy documents (Section 4.2), and
explores the intended changes and actions promoted in the policy documents in
terms of the content of curricula or qualifications (including intended learning
outcomes), the delivery of VET programmes or qualifications and the provision of
financial resources through a specific funding line, along with any other intended
change (Section 4.3). Some insights into the orders of justification identified are
also provided (Section 4.4). Finally, the way in which and the extent to which
national VET objectives and priorities (related to vocational excellence and
inclusion) have changed over time is discussed in this chapter (Section 4.5).
Whenever possible, the findings and characteristics identified are elucidated in the
individual sections with examples from the policy documents.

4.1.  General characteristics of the policy documents
analysed

Key messages

(@) The policy objective of inclusion has generally been emphasised more strongly
than that of excellence in VET policy documents over the past 25 years.

(b) A strong focus on vocational excellence becomes more common from around
2014 onwards, as does a shared focus on both objectives.

(c) 26 % of the policies identified have a strong focus on both inclusion and
excellence.

(d) Policy documents that have a strong focus on inclusion (frequently categorised
as regulations/legislation) often have a broad scope that goes beyond the VET
system.

60



VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

41.1. Overall positioning in relation to vocational excellence and/or
inclusion

As explained earlier, for each of the 30 countries covered, experts were asked to
select the five national VET policies in their country that they considered to be the
most relevant in terms of vocational excellence and/or inclusion since 2000.
Country experts were asked to consider that the selection of five national policy
documents should include, to the extent possible, no more than three with a strong
focus on (only) the same one concept. This was to ensure that there would be
enough policy documents focusing on each of the objectives in the sample to
enable an in-depth analysis (see Section 3.3.1 for information on data collection).
The outcome of this rating exercise is shown in Figure 3.

Based on country experts’ assessment, the 150 policy documents were rated
on a scale of 1 (no relevance) to 5 (strong relevance or focus) based on their
positioning in relation to the objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion.
While this positioning is relatively clear for some of the policy documents, it is less
clear for others. As will be shown below, the two policy objectives are not always
explicitly mentioned in the documents analysed. Moreover, rating a policy
document as strongly focused on one of the concepts does not necessarily mean
that the other concept is not addressed at all. On the contrary, scores of 2 or 3 still
indicate that at least some aspects related to the policy objective in question are
promoted.
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Figure 3. Positioning of policy documents with regard to their focus on the
objectives of excellence and inclusion
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NB: The numbers on the axes of this grid refer to the scales used to assess the positioning of the VET policy
documents in relation to their focus on excellence and/or inclusion (x-axis: 1 means no relevance to inclusion, 5
means high relevance to inclusion; y-axis: 1 means no relevance to excellence, 5 means high relevance to
excellence). Each policy document was assessed with regard to both excellence and inclusion following the
analysis of the document (with the help of a set of categories) and including a justification for the assessment—
see Section 3.3.

Source: Authors, based on country research.

Building on this positioning, the subsequent analysis consistently uses the
following categories for policy documents (#°):
(a) a strong focus on both excellence and inclusion (values of 4 and 5 for
excellence and inclusion);
(b) a strong focus on excellence (values of 4 and 5 for excellence and below 4 for

inclusion);

(c) a strong focus on inclusion (values of 4 and 5 for inclusion and below 4 for
excellence);

(d) no strong focus on either objective (but with some relevant aspects; values of
3 and lower).

Among the 150 policy documents analysed, 53 (from 26 countries) have a
strong focus on inclusion, 37 (from 23 countries) have a strong focus on excellence
and 39 (from 23 countries) have a strong focus on both inclusion and excellence.
The remaining 21 policies (from 14 countries) had moderate or little relevance to

(*%)  Document values of 4 and 5 (high relevance) and of 3 and lower (some or little relevance) were merged,
on the one hand to help reduce the bias in the assessment of the country experts, as no precise criteria
were specified for the assessment, and on the other hand to obtain a meaningful group size that could be
linked to other aspects of the analysis. Please note that the phrases ‘high relevance to ..." and ‘strong focus
on ..." are used synonymously in the presentation of the results.
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either objective (i.e. they were assigned values of 3 or below). However, as
mentioned above, this does not mean that this final group of policy documents
contain no important aspects relating to the pursuit of these policy objectives. The
reason the country experts chose such policy documents (with values of 1-3) is
that they were asked to select five, regardless of the actual number of relevant
policy documents in the country in question. However, countries with low-scoring
policy documents also have other policy documents belonging to one of the other
categories (*9).

Table 7. Focus on objectives in policy documents
Number of Share (%) Number of
initiatives countries
Strong focus on both 39 26 23
Strong focus on 37 25 23

excellence only

Strong focus on 53 35 26
inclusion only

No strong focus, but 21 14 14
with relevant aspects
(rating of 1-3)

Total 150 100

Source: Authors, based on country research.

Of the policy documents with a strong focus on excellence (values of 4 and 5;
76 in total), 18 have little or no relevance to inclusion (values of 1 or 2) (24 %). Of
the policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion (values of 4 and 5; 92 in
total), 30 have little or no relevance to excellence (values of 1 or 2) (33 %).

Some examples of policy documents with different positionings in relation to
relevance to excellence and inclusion are presented in Boxes 6—-9 to show the
different variations identified.

(*6)  Country experts were asked to select a balanced mix of policy documents based on their relevance to
vocational excellence and inclusion. Specifically, they were encouraged to include no more than three VET
policy documents that had a strong focus on only the same one concept. All countries included at least one
document with a strong focus on inclusion (values of 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale). All but two countries
included at least one document with a strong focus on excellence. Austria and Sweden were the only
exceptions, as neither had a policy document rated above 3 in terms of relevance to vocational excellence.
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Box 6. Example policy with a strong focus on inclusion

Integrative IVET — 2003 amendment to the Vocational Training Act (Austria,
2003)

Integrative vocational training provides customised apprenticeship training for
disadvantaged young people with special consideration for their needs, enabling
them to complete training. The training targets young people with SEN at the end of
compulsory schooling, young people without a lower secondary-school leaving
certificate and young people who are unable to complete an apprenticeship without
special support. Integrative IVET can be implemented in two ways.

(@) IVET provision in an apprenticeship can be prolonged by one or two years.

(b) IVET can also be restricted to sub-areas of an apprenticeship occupation
(Teilqualifizierung, ‘partial qualification’). This means that the apprentices only
acquire some of the skills and competences of the apprenticeship occupation,
and possibly also supplementary competences from other apprenticeship
occupations. The duration of training can be between one and three years,
depending on the training content.

The training relationship must be accompanied and supported by vocational training

assistance. The task of vocational training assistants is to advise and support the

training companies and young people before and during the apprenticeship. They
also act as a point of contact for all those involved and coordinate the training.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Austria, and Republik Osterreich (2003).

Box 7. Example policy with a strong focus on vocational excellence

Strategy for higher vocational education (Norway, 2021)

The Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research has proposed a strategy to
improve and strengthen higher vocational education. It outlines four key priorities.

(a) First, the government will focus on expanding the tertiary vocational college
sector to meet labour market demands for skilled workers, with the allocation of
study places based on market needs.

(b) Second, the quality of higher vocational education will be enhanced by granting
colleges greater autonomy in developing and adjusting study programmes. This
includes allowing vocational schools to apply for institutional accreditation, in a
similar way to universities, through the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance
in Education. Further priorities include raising the quality of web-based and in-
person teaching by focusing on skills development, and fostering international
collaboration to promote renewal and innovation in vocational education.

(c) Third, the government plans to introduce a pilot scheme for centres of
excellence, through which vocational colleges can collaborate with labour
market representatives and experts to boost quality.

(d) Fourth, the government will evaluate the option of raising the level of certain
higher vocational education programmes within the national qualifications
framework (above level 5), which would potentially enhance the recognition and
value of these vocational certifications.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Norway, and Kunnskapsdepartementet (2021).
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Box 8. Example policy with a strong focus on vocational excellence and some
relevance to inclusion

Trades and qualifications campuses excellence label — National terms of
reference for awarding or renewing the label (France, 2019)

The trades and qualifications campuses (campus des métiers et des qualifications)
label was launched in 2014 and identifies, in a given territory, a network of
stakeholders working together to develop a wide range of vocational, technological
and general training courses at the secondary and higher education levels. Training
and retraining programmes targeted at specific sectors and fields of activity
corresponding to a national or regional economic challenge are also developed by the
network.

This 2019 policy document sets out the criteria for awarding or renewing the label and
introduces a new ‘excellence’ category with a higher level of requirements.
‘Excellence campuses address the issues faced by a specific economic sector at a
national level. They will have a specific location, in contrast to current campuses,
some of which are run as local networks. Excellence campuses will include
infrastructures for educational purposes, business development and innovation,
research, sports, cultural life, etc. Emphasis is placed on an international dimension’
(Cedefop, 2019a).

Regarding inclusion, the document states, for example, that:

(a) the courses will also be aimed at people who are in difficulty or struggle to
access the labour market;

(b) the campus will have facilities for people with special needs, especially young
people and adults with disabilities.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from France, and Ministére de I'Education nationale et de la
Jeunesse (2019).

Box 9. Example policy with a strong focus on both vocational excellence and
inclusion

Strategic plan for vocational education and training, lifelong learning and youth
2022-2024 (Greece, 2022)

The document describes the strategic plan for VET, lifelong learning and youth
education for 2022-2024. It includes national goals for the improvement and
enhancement of VET, placing emphasis on quality, collaboration, mobility and the
digital and green transitions.

One of its main objectives is to promote excellence, research and innovation in
teaching in VET. There is also a specific emphasis on the inclusion of vulnerable
social groups in the training system. The strategy promotes equal participation for
everyone in all facets of VET and adult learning (e.g. second-chance schools), with
special emphasis on people with disabilities and members of socially vulnerable
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groups (Roma, immigrants). Moreover, it seeks to combat social exclusion through
targeted interventions to ensure equality of opportunity.

The strategy seeks to have an impact on:

(a) enhancing the quality of education provided, the quality of management systems
and the professional development of teachers;

) promoting research and innovation;

) boosting mobility and utilising partnerships;

(d) strengthening digital skills, digital learning and digital governance;
) upgrading equipment and infrastructure;

(f) improving connections with the labour market.

The Romanian education and training strategy 2016—-2020 (Romania, 2016)

The VET strategy proposed a consistent approach to IVET and CVET with the goal of
developing an accessible, attractive, competitive and relevant VET system. The
promotion of excellence in VET was explicitly mentioned.

The strategy aimed to improve the relevance of vocational training systems to the
labour market in order to increase employability. Another objective was to develop
innovation and national and international cooperation in VET and offer entrepreneurial
spirit development programmes.

Although the term ‘inclusion’ was not explicitly used, the strategy specifically refers to
improving participant access to VET programmes and reducing unemployment among
people under the age of 25. One of the areas associated with the strategic objective
‘Increase participation and facilitate access to VET programmes’ is ‘Facilitate
youngsters’ access to vocational training programmes in the educational system,
focusing on vulnerable groups’. The strategy holds that all individuals should benefit
from the opportunity to acquire high-level competences relevant to the labour market
and society.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Greece and Romania, Greek Ministry of Education and
Culture (2022) and Ministerul Educatiei Nationale (2016).

4.1.2. Further characteristics of policy documents
Box 10 presents an overview of further characteristics of the 150 policy documents
analysed, and more details are then provided in the text that follows.
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Box 10. Key characteristics of policy documents analysed

Type

(@) Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion fall into the category of
regulation/legislation (27 out of 53 policy documents or 51 %) more frequently
than policy documents with a focus on excellence (38 %) or policy documents
focusing on both themes (33 %).

Year of issue and validity status
(@) The majority of policy documents, almost 70 %, have been issued since 2015.

(b) Three quarters of the policy documents remain valid as of the writing of this
report (111 out of 150 policies).

(c) Policies with a strong focus on inclusion tend to have a longer period of validity.

Scope
(@) More than 40 % of policy documents (63 out of 150) are quite comprehensive in
scope in the sense that they go beyond the VET system.

(b) Among the policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence,
however, only 22 % go beyond the VET system. The majority (78 %) focus on
the VET system or parts thereof.

Sectoral coverage

(a) In most policy documents analysed, a sectoral focus does not play a significant
role.

Funding

(a) 53 out of 150 policy documents (35 %) are linked to a specific funding line;
however, further details on the resources are only available in a few cases.

(b) Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion only are significantly less
likely to be linked to a specific funding line (26 %) than policy documents
focusing on excellence or on both objectives (46 % each).

Source: Authors, based on country research.

41.21. Types of policy documents

Concerning the types of policy documents analysed, 68 out of 150 (corresponding
to 45 %) are classified as regulations or legislation (i.e. new laws or amendments
to existing laws), and another share almost equal in size are classified as strategies
or action plans. The remaining 19 policies, accounting for 13 %, are classified as
‘other policy documents’ (*'). These include policy documents that did not fit into
the two main categories of ‘regulation/legislation’ and ‘strategy/action plan’, such
as white papers, policy guidelines or government programmes (Figure 4).

(*’) The sample of 150 policy documents includes strategy / action plan documents from 28 (out of 30)
countries, regulation/legislation documents from 24 countries and other policy documents form 14 countries.
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Half of the policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion are classified as
regulations or legislation (27 out of 53 policy documents, corresponding to 51 %).
Policy documents with a high relevance to excellence or a joint high relevance to
both themes are more likely to be classified as strategies or action plans. This
could be an indication that inclusion in VET is seen as a policy objective of high
importance, prompting its enshrinement in legislation to ensure its realisation.
Laws, in contrast to strategies, action plans, or other policy documents, can be
enforced and therefore used as strong steering instruments.

There are significant differences among countries with regard to which types
of policy documents are primarily used to address the objectives of excellence and
inclusion. In Cyprus, Ireland, Malta, Norway and the United Kingdom, for example,
the policy documents most relevant to addressing these objectives all come in the
form of strategies, action plans, or other policy documents such as white papers.

In many other countries, regulation- or legislation-type documents take a more
prominent role. In Austria, for example, it can be observed that, with regard to VET,
strategies and other policy documents are less of a focus than legal regulations
(i.,e. new laws or amendments to existing laws). Austria’s track record with
strategies in the education sector (e.g. the strategy for lifelong learning and the
validation strategy) indicates that although it is possible for different stakeholders
to agree on the common principles and lines of action set out in strategies and that
this can also prompt practical developments, implementation often remains limited.
In this respect, a strategy can sometimes be a rather ineffectual instrument.

41.2.2. Year of issue and validity

With regard to chronology, the 150 policy documents analysed were issued
between 1999 and 2024. Most of them, almost 70 %, were issued from 2015
onwards (*8).

(“®)  This could be due, at least in part, to the fact that Cedefop’s timeline of VET policies in Europe (which was
used as a starting point) begins in 2015 and to the fact that country experts may have considered more
recent policies to be more relevant in general. Further, it can be assumed that a right to education (and
therefore also inclusion) is generally considered a state obligation and that inclusion-related aspects are
therefore embedded as principles in overarching education policies. This is confirmed, for example, by
Dunajeva (2022, p. 11). However, such policy documents issued from 2000 onwards were usually not
selected by the national experts in this study, which focuses on the VET sector rather than education broadly
(although inclusive VET has been discussed since the beginning of the century in EU education policy
documents).
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Figure 4.  Number of sample policy documents by year of issue, 1999-2024
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Figure 5 displays the timeline of the policy documents in relation to their
indicated relevance to the objectives. It clearly shows that policy documents with
a strong focus on vocational excellence and those with a joint high relevance to
both objectives are more frequent from around 2014 onwards (*°).

(*%)  High relevance to one of the policy objectives refers to a rating of 4 or 5 on a scale of 1 (no relevance) to 5
(strong relevance or focus).
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Figure 5. Number of sample policy documents by year of issue and relevance to
vocational excellence and inclusion, 1999-2024
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Figure 7 later in this chapter groups countries according to the relevance of
the policy objectives as observed over time.

41.23. Scope

Looking at the overall scope of the policy documents analysed shows that slightly
more than 40 % (corresponding to 63 out of 150) are quite comprehensive in scope
in the sense that they go beyond the VET system. Slightly more than one third of
policy documents analysed refer to the entire VET system, whereas the remainder,
accounting for close to one quarter of the documents, refer to a specific part or
parts of the VET system. There are significant variations in the scope of policy
documents depending on their perceived relevance to excellence and inclusion.

Among the policy documents with a strong focus (but not exclusively) on
vocational excellence, 22 % go beyond the VET system, with a majority
(corresponding to 78 %) focusing on the VET system or parts thereof. Conversely,
among the policy documents with a strong focus (but not exclusively) on inclusion,
53 % have a scope that goes beyond the VET system. As mentioned above, this
is due to the fact that inclusion-related aspects are often emphasised in
overarching education policies, including lifelong learning policies. One third of
policy documents with a strong focus on both excellence and inclusion have a
scope that goes beyond the VET system.
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4.2. Exploring the concepts of vocational excellence
and inclusion

Key messages

(@) While many policy documents do not explicitly mention the terms ‘vocational
excellence’ and ‘inclusion’, inclusion is explicitly referred to more often than
vocational excellence in the sample analysed; it is frequently enshrined in
legislation, possibly to ensure or enforce its implementation.

(b) Policy documents make more frequent references to vulnerable or marginalised
groups (e.g. early school leavers, those not in education, employment or training
(NEETS), learners with disabilities, migrants) than to gifted or highly achieving
learners.

(c) Earlier policy documents mainly emphasise access to VET for disadvantaged
groups, which implies a narrower understanding of inclusion. More recent
documents increasingly promote VET ‘for all’ and the fulfilment of diverse
learner needs.

(d) References to excellence tend to focus on institutional quality, particularly in
teaching and learning. Some refer to improving the attractiveness and image of
the VET system as a whole.

This section explores how the objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion are
interpreted in the policy documents and which aspects of them are discussed.
Since these two terms are not always explicitly mentioned in the policy documents,
but there are several ‘signals’ that indicate their presence, this study also traces
how and in what form these concepts and the associated policy objectives are
included without being explicitly mentioned. As the target group is considered an
important signal, the first subsection is dedicated to this aspect. In the following
subsection, the aspects (signals) that country experts have indicated as relevant
to assessing whether these concepts are explicitly or implicitly included will be
further explored.

4.21. Target groups

The policy documents examined most often target young people (aged 15—
29 years) (119 out of 150 policy documents, or 79 %), while the second most
common target group is learners at the upper-secondary level (68 %). This is
followed by adult learners (65 %) and then by apprentices (58 %).

Policy documents with a strong focus on excellence are less likely to address
NEETS, learners at risk of early leaving, migrants, more mature learners or learners
from other groups at risk of exclusion (e.g. minorities, those with social or
geographical disadvantages). In contrast (and not surprisingly), inclusion-centred
policies tend to target groups that are either at risk of exclusion or already excluded
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due to socioeconomic, physical or linguistic barriers: early school leavers, NEETSs,
learners with disabilities and migrants.

In policy documents that address very talented or high-performing learners,
the focus is often simultaneously on groups at risk, such as early school leavers,
NEETSs and low-skilled or low-qualified people. Only a few policy documents in the
sample (four) address high-performing learners without at the same time actively
addressing certain groups at risk. The most prominent examples are listed in
Box 11.

Box 11. Policy documents primarily addressing very talented or high-
performing learners

The excellence initiative for VET (Germany, 2022)

The excellence initiative is part of Germany’s overarching skilled labour strategy. In
order to give new impetus to VET, the excellence initiative focuses on three central
fields of action.

(a) Talented individuals. Better individualised support for talented learners in VET
should ensure that skilled workers and young people can develop their potential
to the best of their ability.

(b) Quality and innovative provision. Targeted initiatives for innovative and high-
quality VET programmes are aimed at establishing an attractive and modern
VET landscape.

(c) Internationality. As the international focus of VET is expanded, young people
and skilled workers should be able to benefit more actively from international
cooperation, exchange and global opportunities (see also Box 24).

Announcement of the Act on Vocational Education and Training and the

political agreement on better and more attractive VET programmes (Denmark,

2014)

This 2014 reform laid down four objectives for Denmark’s VET programmes:

(a) more pupils should choose to continue into VET after basic schooling;

(b) more VET students should complete a VET programme;

(c) VET programmes should challenge all VET students to become as proficient as
possible;

(d) trustin vocational schools should be improved and the general well-being of
VET students increased.

The reform had a strong focus on attracting higher-achieving students to VET,

including an emphasis on the Erhvervsfaglig studentereksamen i forbindelse med

erhvervsuddannelse (EUX) programme and the ‘talent track’. (EUX is a VET

programme for people who wish to combine a vocational education with an upper-

secondary exam that gives access to higher education.) One of the objectives of the

reform was to increase the number of higher-achieving students within the VET

programmes. The schools are obliged to register the number of students completing

an EUX programme or a talent track. The reform also introduced a grade requirement
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for students entering VET (Regeringen (Socialdemokraterne og Radikale Venstre) et
al., 2014; Undervisningsministeriet, 2014).

Guidelines for the optimisation of the network of vocational education
institutions for 2010-2015 (Latvia, 2012)

The main aims of these guidelines are to create a modern, attractive and prestigious
system of professional education and ensure high-quality professional education in
accordance with the requirements of the labour market. The focus is on improving the
network of VET schools, improving quality and ensuring the training of high-class
specialists, especially in VET competence centres (Ministru Kabinets, 2010).

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Denmark, Germany and Latvia, and Bundesministerium
fur Bildung und Forschung (2022).

A larger number of policy documents in the sample primarily address groups
of learners at risk, such as NEETSs, learners at risk of early leaving, low-skilled or
low-qualified people or learners from other groups at risk of exclusion. At the same
time, these policy documents (38) are assessed to have little or no relevance to
vocational excellence and do not target very talented or high-performing learners.
Some examples are presented in Box 12.

Box 12. Policy documents primarily addressing groups at risk

‘Reform 2000’ (Denmark, 1999)

The aim of ‘Reform 2000’ was to simplify pathways into the VET system by merging
89 courses into seven broader courses organised around related occupational
profiles. The idea was to make it possible for students to acquire the required
competences at their own pace. Thus the time limit for basic courses was extended to
60 weeks for the technical training programmes — as opposed to the standard

20 weeks. The main objective of the reform was to attain the goal of 95 % of a youth
cohort completing a secondary education programme. The reform specifically
targeted the so-called ‘residual group’, namely young people who do not complete a
youth education programme (Undervisningsministeriet, 1998; 1999).

Training Obligation Act (Austria, 2016)

The legislation introducing a training obligation up to the age of 18 stipulates that
young people who would otherwise not continue education and training beyond
compulsory schooling (which ends at age 15), or who would be likely to discontinue a
programme they have taken up, must undertake some form of training until they have
reached the age of 18. The principal aim of this law is to reduce the number of early
school leavers and young NEETs (Republik Osterreich, 2016).

Introduction of the Vocational Orientation rogramme (Estonia, 2019)

This law introduced a preparatory study programme for young people who lack the
skills or readiness to choose a profession or vocational study programme. The target
group includes students at risk of dropping out of education (those not admitted to
any further education or training programmes upon completing compulsory
education), those who have already dropped out, students with SEN, migrant

73



Chapter 4.
Research results

students and others who are not prepared to pursue further studies (Estonian
Government, 2019; Riigikogu (Estonian Parliament), 2024).

Law No 2007-297 on the Prevention of Delinquency (France, 2007)

After France piloted the first second-chance schools set up for school dropouts at the
end of the 1990s and turned them into a national network in 2004, the promulgation
of this law and associated legislative and regulatory texts in 2007 guaranteed a
national framework for the schools. The second-chance schools specifically target
young people aged 16—25 years who have left the school system without a diploma
or qualification (République Frangaise, 2007a; b).

Source: Authors, based on country research from Denmark, Estonia, France and Austria.

4.2.2. Explicit or implicit reference to vocational excellence and inclusion
The country experts were asked to indicate whether the terms ‘vocational
excellence’ and ‘inclusion’ are explicitly used in the policy documents selected and
whether there is any indication that these objectives are being pursued. As
mentioned earlier, the analysis of explicit or implicit references to these objectives
should be viewed with caution, as the documents were written and examined in
their original languages and there are not always direct translations of these terms,
which may therefore be interpreted relatively broadly.

Of the 150 policy documents in the sample, 49 (from 21 countries) contain an
explicit reference to inclusion and 7 (from 7 countries) contain an explicit reference
to excellence, whereas 31 (from 14 countries) include explicit references to both
objectives (*°). This means that there are more explicit references to the policy
objective of inclusion than to that of vocational excellence and that 63 of the policy
documents analysed (from 21 countries) use neither of these terms explicitly.

Of the 76 policy documents that were assessed as having a strong focus on
excellence (values of 4 or 5), half of them (38) contain an explicit reference to
excellence. This means that half of the policy documents strongly promoting
aspects of vocational excellence do not use this term explicitly. One reason for this
is that policies often tend to refer to objectives that are related to the notion of
vocational excellence without using the exact term; objectives such as high-quality
education and training, attractiveness of VET, the relevance of VET systems to
labour market needs, and innovative educational processes are examples.
Linguistic aspects play a role here too; the literal translation of the English term
‘excellence’ is not always widely used in this educational context in all countries.
For example, Denmark’s 2014 political agreement on better and more attractive
VET programmes uses the term ‘fagligt Ioft . The term can be literally translated as

(®)  Overall, an explicit reference to inclusion can be identified in policy documents from 24 countries and an
explicit reference to excellence in policy documents from 19 countries.
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‘professional boost’ and in this context can be understood as meaning vocational
excellence (Regeringen (Socialdemokraterne og Radikale Venstre) et al., 2014).

Among the policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion, a higher share
of 85 % (corresponding to 79 out of 92 policy documents) contain an explicit
reference to inclusion.

As Figure 6 shows, the earliest policy documents identified as making explicit
reference to excellence were issued in 2005 and 2006, with the next one following
in 2011. From the year 2014 onwards, the number of policy documents with an
explicit reference to excellence increased. As far as explicit reference to inclusion
is concerned, this can be found in earlier policy documents, with examples starting
in 1999.

Figure 6.  Policy documents containing explicit reference to objectives by year of
issue, 1999-2024
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The earliest explicit references to excellence within the data sample can be
found in policy documents from Hungary (2005), Spain (2011) and the United
Kingdom (2006, 2011) — most of which also included an explicit reference to
inclusion. In terms of vocational excellence, the policy document from the United
Kingdom (2006), for example, refers to the development of VET providers into
CoVEs specialising in specific areas, while the policy document from Spain (2011)
focuses more generally on quality and excellence, with an emphasis on innovation.
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(a) In 2006, the UK Department for Education and Skills issued the report Further
Education: Raising skills, improving life chances (see Box 24). This document
set out the government’s plans to reform further education (VET). Its goals
included creating a new specialist system in which every further education
provider develops one or more areas of ‘specialist excellence’ that will ‘become
central to the mission and ethos of the institution and ... drive its improvement’
(i.e. CoVEs); designating sixth-form colleges (for learners aged 16—18 years)
that meet the required standards as centres of excellence; and strengthening
the role of colleges in providing higher education programmes (Department for
Education and Skills, 2006, p. 6).

(b) In 2011, Spain introduced Royal Decree 1147/2011 of 29 July, which
established the general organisation of vocational training in the education
system. It refers to encouraging the efforts of training centres to improve the
quality and excellence of vocational training within the education system
(Article 56). In the text, excellence is understood as innovation, both didactical
and technological, and the transfer of knowledge (Ministerio de Educacion,
2011). While there is an explicit reference to excellence, the overall relevance
of this policy document to the objective of vocational excellence is considered
small.

The majority of policy documents with an explicit reference to excellence (31
out of 38) contain an explicit reference to inclusion as well. Conversely, among the
policy documents with an explicit reference to inclusion, more than half (49 out of
79) do not contain any reference to vocational excellence.

A small number of references to or signals for excellence relate to the level of
individual learners — these sometimes refer to promoting gifted or highly talented
learners. In other cases, the reference is more broadly to helping individual
learners reach their full potential by giving them an ‘excellent grounding’ and
promoting their successful integration into social and professional life. Among this
small group of policy documents, the reference to excellence is in all cases
accompanied by a reference to or signal for inclusion as well. A reference to
excellence at the individual level without a simultaneous reference to inclusion
cannot be identified in any of the policy documents. Poland’s integrated skills
strategy of 2019 (Ministerstwo Edukacji Narodowej, 2019), for example, makes
direct reference to the support of highly talented learners (though referring to all
sectors of education, not exclusively VET). At the same time, the strategy also
draws a direct reference to the inclusion of learners with various needs, referring
mostly to children from low socioeconomic backgrounds, migrants and
unemployed people but sometimes also to lower-performing learners.
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The majority of references to excellence, though, relate to the institutional
level, emphasising high quality and innovation within VET institutions. In the
references, high quality may refer to the quality of teaching and learning, the quality
of infrastructure and equipment and sometimes also specifically quality
management. In some cases, the notion of excellence is specifically used with
reference to the quality of practical training. Most of these documents
simultaneously refer to inclusion. Examples include the following:

(a) The amendment to the VET Act (Croatia, 2018) introduced the opportunity for
a VET institution to be appointed a regional centre of competence, understood
and referred to as a place of excellence in VET. With regard to inclusion, the
document specifies that these centres are places that offer work-based
learning for a more efficient inclusion of VET learners in the labour market,
respecting the needs of students with disabilities and other vulnerable groups
(Republike Hrvatske and Ministarstvo znanosti i obrazovanja, 2018).

(b) The national programme for the development of education (Slovakia, 2018)
refers to the development of centres of excellence in VET with the goal of
creating higher-quality and more attractive VET. At the same time, the
programme specifically aims to improve the quality of education of children
from generational poverty, children with a health disadvantage, children from
minority groups and otherwise disadvantaged pupils who are predominantly
leaving education and training early (Ministerstvo Skolstva, 2018).

(c) The Dutch quality agreements for 2015-2018 (see Box 11) are among the few
examples where a reference to vocational excellence at the institutional level
can be found without an explicit corresponding reference to inclusion.
Stimulating excellence is the most recurring theme mentioned in the policy
document (part of its budget is specifically reserved for institutions that
stimulate excellence). Stimulating inclusion is not explicitly mentioned.

(d) Finland’s 2019 strategy ‘Aiming for excellence — Quality strategy for vocational
education and training 2030’ (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerid, 2012) features
‘excellence’ in its title and is geared towards improving quality management in
line with the principle of continuous improvement towards excellence by 2030.
It has no explicit reference to inclusion.

A third, even smaller group of references to excellence can be linked to the
larger scale of the VET system level. References here particularly tend to address
the attractiveness and image of the VET sector — and are again, in the majority of
cases, accompanied by a reference to inclusion.

When taking a closer look at the policy documents, as one would expect,
references to inclusion (especially the explicit use of the term) are much more
frequent than references to vocational excellence. References to inclusion are
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often explicit, using the exact term, but in many cases also use related terms

referring to equality of access or participation for various groups of learners.

Over time, one can observe that policy documents increasingly tend to refer
to inclusion in the sense of supporting all learners, making VET fit for all’ or
meeting the needs of various learner groups, rather than addressing and naming
specific groups of individuals with fewer opportunities (*').

As pointed out above, among documents with an explicit reference to
inclusion, more than half (49 out of 79) do not contain a specific reference to the
objective of vocational excellence. Examples of policy documents in this group
include the following:

(a) Austria’s Training Obligation Act of 2016, which introduced a training obligation
up to the age of 18, refers to the term ‘participation’ in the sense of increasing
young people’s ‘changes of sustainable and comprehensive participation in
economic and social life’ (Republik Osterreich, 2016).

(b) Ireland’s national skills strategy for 2025 (Department of Education and Skills,
2016) makes one of its strategic objectives the promotion of a specific focus
on active inclusion to support participation in education and training and the
labour market.

4.3. Intended changes promoted in policy documents

Key messages

(a) Intended changes and actions related to delivery (e.g. developing new
educational programmes or pathways or including provisions for learner
guidance and support) are more prevalent than those related to content in the
policy documents analysed.

(b) In terms of content-related intended changes, there are no significant
differences between excellence- and inclusion-oriented documents, except that
the policy documents on excellence refer slightly less frequently to changes in
transversal competences than other policy documents do.

(c) The strengthening of occupational skills is addressed in slightly different ways
in relation to the two objectives: for inclusion, it is more about meeting the
demands of working life and the requirements of the labour market to ensure
employability in general, while vocational excellence is repeatedly associated

(®") Annex 4 contains tables with demonstrative examples of the types of references to vocational excellence
and inclusion included in the policy documents.
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with increased responsiveness to the needs of the labour market to ensure
adaptation to rapidly changing demands.

(d)  The pursuit of excellence is more often linked to infrastructure improvements
and institutional changes like the creation of CoVEs and the training or CPD of
teachers and trainers in VET, including in-company trainers.

4.31. Types of intended changes and actions addressed

All the policy documents analysed contain statements about actions to be
implemented to influence the VET system in some way. This section explores the
intended changes and actions promoted in the policy documents, particularly in
relation to the content of curricula or qualifications (in terms of intended learning
outcomes), the delivery of VET programmes or qualifications and the provision of
financial resources through a specific funding line. To analyse this, the term
‘intended impact’ of a policy document has been used.

Table 8 provides an overview of the main type(s) of intended changes
addressed by the policy documents and the combinations in which they occur (%?).
Almost all (95 %) of the policy documents studied refer to some form of delivery-
related intended changes (compared with 65 % of policy documents referring to
content-related changes). In one fifth of the policy documents, other intended
changes are mentioned (that do not directly fall into the categories of content or
delivery). 53 % of the policy documents refer to both delivery- and content-related
aspects, whereas 12 % of policy documents address all three broad categories of
intended changes (content, delivery and other). The focus of the policy documents
in terms of their intended impact thereby remains remarkably stable over time (see
Annex 4 for an analysis by decade).

The following sections take a closer look at the forms of intended changes
referred to by the policy documents. As an introduction, Table 7 provides an
overview of the different aspects addressed by the documents.

Table 8. Types of intended changes covered
Iz:ﬁ;ef LI pgl(i)c(i)(:s cor:?\t:ifes
Content All 98 (65 %) 27
Transversal competences 66 (44 %) 24
Occupational competences 66 (44 %) 25
Other content-related impact 28 (19 %) 18
Delivery All 143 (95 %) 30

(%?) Country experts were asked to refer to the main intended changes and actions promoted by the policy
document.
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Type of No of No of
Subcategory . . ;
change policies countries
Modularisation / partial qualification 56 (27 %) 24
New programme/pathway 89 (59 %) 29
Pedagogical and didactical
74 (49 %) 28
approach
Guidance and support 83 (55 %) 29
Other delivery-related impact 41 (27 %) 24
Other All 30 (20 %) 19

Source: Authors, based on country research.

4.3.2. Content-related intended changes and actions promoted

A content-related impact may refer to any changes to curriculum content,
particularly to the intended learning outcomes (e.g. transversal competences,
occupational competences). As pointed out above, 65 % of the policy documents
examined refer to some form of content-related intended changes (corresponding
to 98 policy documents out of 150, from 27 countries). There are no policy
documents in the sample that exclusively refer to content-related impact aspects.
In general, policy documents that refer to content-related impact aspects also
address some form of delivery-related changes; almost half of the policy
documents (73 out of 150) jointly refer to both content- and delivery-related impact
aspects.

Policy documents (from 24 countries) that promote content-related intended
changes often refer to strengthening transversal competences (including general
education components). Documents from 25 countries refer to occupational
competences. Other content-related changes (mentioned in documents from 18
countries) emphasise the introduction of a learning outcomes approach, the
modernisation of curricula and the enhancement of VET responsiveness to labour
market needs. They also cover strengthening the acquisition of basic competences
and practical or academic skills in VET and ensuring the constant updating of
training curricula in accordance with economic and social changes.

Table 9 takes a closer look at content-related intended changes by policy
objective. Policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence refer to
changes in transversal competences slightly less often than other policy
documents. Other than this finding, there are no significant differences between
policy documents with a strong focus on excellence, inclusion or both objectives.
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Table 9. Content-related intended changes in policy documents, by policy
objective

Objectives Transversal Occupational | Other No content-
addressed by competences competences related
policy change
documents
All (n = 150) 44 % 44 % 19 % 35 %
Strong focus on 38 % 43 % 16 % 38 %
excellence
(n=37)
Strong focus on 45 % 45 % 21 % 36 %
inclusion
(n=53)
Strong focus on 49 % 49 % 18 % 28 %
both (n = 39)

Source: Authors, based on country research.

Some policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence refer to
transversal competences, for example in relation to the strengthening of general
education components and the development of the digital, critical thinking, social
and personal competences essential for social and professional integration
(including entrepreneurship, innovation and research competences). References
to occupational competences typically relate to increasing the responsiveness to
labour market needs to ensure adaptation to rapidly changing requirements. This
suggests an objective of producing well-rounded, highly skilled graduates ready
for a dynamic labour market.

A joint focus on promoting both transversal and occupational competences
can be identified in the examples detailed in Box 13.

Box 13. Examples of content-related changes promoted in policy documents
with a strong focus on vocational excellence

Post-16 skills plan (United Kingdom, 2016)

This document, published by the UK Department for Business, Innovation and Skills,
introduces a plan to develop a ‘world-class’ technical option for learners aged

16 years as an alternative to the established academic option. The plan includes the
provision of support to learners who are not yet ready to access the technical track at
age 16 based on prior attainment and aspirations. The document refers to the needs
for students to have an ‘excellent grounding’, equivalent to that required to access
more academic qualifications, at age 16 and for the technical option to be ‘a
distinctive, prestigious, high-quality offer in its own right; a positive, informed choice’
(Department for Education, 2016).

Regarding content, the plan envisages a common core comprising English,
mathematics and digital skills that will be part of each technical option, alongside a
‘common set of transferable workplace skills’ (e.g. communication, teamwork,
problem-solving) applicable across all routes (Department for Education, 2016). At
the same time, each new programme ‘must have genuine labour market value’, and
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employers will have a ‘much stronger role in setting standards and specifying the
knowledge, skills and behaviours an individual needs in order to perform well in an
occupation’ (Department for Education, 2016).

Reforms to careers education and guidance are planned as part of the reform
package; this will include placing a duty on schools/colleges to provide independent
and impartial guidance, recruiting a ‘new generation of high-flying mentors to support
and inspire young people who are most at risk of not fulfilling their potential’ before
the age of 16 (Department for Education, 2016).

This plan is for a system change — providing a new set of technical qualifications
positioned at the upper-secondary level but also open to adults — but it will also involve
structural reforms to schools, colleges and teacher/trainer development.

Amendment to the VET Law (Lithuania, 2017)

This law sets out the objectives and principles of VET, the structure of VET
qualifications, the organisation and quality assurance of VET, the assessment of
competences, the awarding of qualifications, the rights and obligations of participants
in VET and the financing and management of VET. The law establishes that the
relevance of qualifications and VET programmes to the needs of the labour market
must be ensured through alignment with sectoral qualification standards and the
involvement of sectoral professional committees in the development of qualifications
systems. In addition, VET programmes need to set out the key competences that will
enable learners to establish themselves and compete in the changing labour market,
to undertake lifelong learning and to develop and update their qualifications.

Source: Authors, based on country research from Lithuania and the United Kingdom, Department for
Education (2016) and Lietuvos Respublikos Svietimo ir mokslo ministerija (2017).

Among policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion, content-related
intended changes tend to refer to the development of transversal competences
and occupational competences equally. References to transversal competences
are featured in almost half (24 out of 53) of the policy documents with a strong
focus on inclusion. They refer to basic or fundamental skills and the development
of key competences. Examples include Austria’s 2017 strategy for lifelong learning
(Republik Osterreich, 2011) and France’s 2019 strategy to modernise IVET
(Ministére de I'Education nationale et de la Jeunesse, 2019). References to
strengthening occupational competences more generally refer to aspects like
meeting the demands of working life and the needs of the labour market. This
signals a strategy to equip all learners, particularly those from disadvantaged
backgrounds, with adaptable skills that are applicable across various contexts. It
also suggests a focus on ensuring employability in changing environments.

Finland’s 2019 reform of continuous learning (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio,
2019a), for example, refers to enhancing basic skills, such as communication skills.
Occupational competences are referred to in the context of the need to develop
new skills to meet the demands of the world of work. Another example is presented
in Box 14.
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Box 14. Example of content-related changes promoted in policy documents
with a strong focus on inclusion

Future FET: Transforming learning — Ireland’s national further education and
training strategy for 2020-2024 (Ireland, 2020)

This document aims to open up access to VET for all and stresses issues of quality in
relation to provision. It is based around three pillars: building skills, fostering inclusion
and facilitating pathways.

‘Fostering inclusion’ is a strategic priority. lts goals are to improve consistency in
learner support (which is currently too variable), promote the targeting of priority
cohorts (e.g. learners with disabilities, migrants, Travellers, long-term unemployed
people, people who have been in prison, women returning to education) and develop
literacy and numeracy support.

Regarding content, the document refers to strengthening transversal competences as
key to enabling learners to ‘integrate and engage effectively with society’ (SOLAS,
2020, p. 24). It also mentions them in relation to communication, entrepreneurship
and digital skills and as being key for employability. Promoting occupational
competences is mentioned in relation to enabling learners to ‘lead fulfilled lives ...
and build successful careers’ (SOLAS, 2020, p. 51). Further, attention is paid to
embedding literacy and numeracy support across all further education and training
provision.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Ireland, and SOLAS (2020).

Policy documents with a strong focus on both excellence and inclusion often
promote changes regarding (emerging) occupational and transversal
competences and the strengthening of general education, although sometimes
with different emphases.

Box 15. Examples of content-related changes promoted in policy documents
with a strong focus on both excellence and inclusion

The Estonian vocational education programme 2018-2021 (2018) (Haridus- ja
Teadusministeerium, 2018) emphasised the effective integration of key competences
and specialised training alongside the acquisition of general competences in all VET
programmes and the development of curricula in line with labour market needs.

The Spanish plan for the modernisation of VET (2020) (Ministerio de Educacion y
Formacion Profesional, 2020) places a special emphasis on transversal competences
related to employability, digitalisation, innovation and entrepreneurship (e.g. initiative,
responsibility, commitment, autonomy, teamwork, analytical skills, knowledge transfer
and decision-making skills) and includes actions for the regular updating of training
curricula in accordance with economic and social changes. Moreover, the updating of
the range of VET training courses available, structured around strategic and
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emerging sectors, is considered. This entails the development of new professional
competences related to innovation, entrepreneurship, sustainability and more.

The Icelandic education policy until 2030 (2020) (Mennta- og
menningarmalaraduneytid, 2020) stresses the goal of providing high-quality
education to learners throughout their lives, underpinned in particular by transversal
competences and the values of resilience, courage, knowledge, sustainability and
happiness. The integration of ‘skills for the future’ and the adjustment of programmes
to foster greater employability are also promoted.

Source: Authors, based on country research from Estonia, Iceland and Spain.

4.3.3. Delivery-related intended changes and actions promoted

As pointed out in the introduction to this chapter, almost all of the policy documents
studied refer to some form of delivery-related intended changes and actions —
either on their own (27 % of the policy documents studied) or in conjunction with
content-related impacts (53 %) or other types of impacts (5 %). The analysis
distinguished five different categories of delivery-related intended changes (see
Annex 4 for details on the scope of specific delivery-related impacts):

(a) modularisation / partial qualification;

(b) new programme/pathway;

(c) pedagogical and didactical approach (including learning format and context);
(d) guidance and support;

(e) other delivery-related intended impacts.

Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion more often address aspects
related to guidance and support and less often address pedagogical and didactical
approaches or modularisation.

The categories of delivery-related changes most frequently addressed in the
policy documents are presented in Table 10.

Table 10.  Categories of delivery-related intended changes addressed in policy

documents

Policy Modularisation ~New Pedagogical | Guidance Other \[o]

document /partial programme/ & didactical and delivery- delivery-

Group qualification pathway approach support related related
change change

All 37 % 59 % 49 % 55 % 27 % 5%

Strong

focus on 27 % 62 % 49 % 49 % 35 % 8 %

excellence
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Strong
focus on
inclusion

40 %

49 %

45 %

72 %

23 %

2%

Strong
focus on
both

41 %

64 %

56 %

59 %

31 %

5%

Source: Authors, based on country research.

4.3.3.1.

Modularisation / partial qualification

Modularisation is the intended change least often mentioned out of the categories
presented. Structuring programmes into smaller components, such as modules,
units or partial qualifications, is considered one way of enhancing the flexibility of
obtaining a VET qualification. Examples of policy documents with a strong focus

on inclusion that refer to this intended change are presented in Box 16.

Box 16. Examples of modularisation / partial qualification changes promoted in
policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion

In Hungary, Government Decision No 1057/2005 (31.V.) on the measures
necessary for the implementation of the vocational training development
strategy (Magyar Kézlony, 2005) included a number of operational measures that
launched the creation of inclusive VET in Hungary. The introduction of a modular
system was supposed to ensure a broad occupational foundation and the
development of a system of qualifications based on it.

The 2018 French Law for the freedom to choose one’s professional future
(République Francgaise, 2018), which reinforces access for all to lifelong learning, is a
reform of the entire CVET and apprenticeship system. Its aim is to address
inequalities in access to CVET in favour of the least qualified and employees of small
and medium-sized enterprises. The law has made it compulsory to divide the
qualifications registered in the National Vocational Qualifications Directory into ‘skills
blocks’.

The 2022 amendments to the VET Law in Latvia (Latvijas Republikas Saeima,
2022) state that a certificate of completion of part of a professional qualification must
be issued to a learner who has mastered the set of units and achievable learning
results that form that part of the professional qualification. The amendment defines a
module as an independent part of the professional education programme. It is based
on the idea of achievable learning results as an evaluable and demonstrable set of
knowledge, skills, professional independence and responsibility.

Source: Authors, based on country research from France, Latvia and Hungary.

An example of a policy document with a strong focus on excellence that refers

to the use of modules is the 2018 law reforming VET in Poland (Kancelaria Sejmu,
2018). The reform intends to enhance the quality and attractiveness of VET and to
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increase its responsiveness to the needs of the labour market. It also emphasises
flexibility and talented learners and offers learners the opportunity to acquire
additional skills and competences beyond the core VET curriculum, depending on
the occupation and the regional demand. In addition, learners in IVET can apply
for market qualifications (i.e. qualifications awarded outside the formal system by,
for example, social organisations, associations, professional groups) that are
included in the Integrated Qualifications System free of charge as part of their
formal school education.

43.3.2. New programme/pathway

Some policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion refer to the development
of flexible and personalised pathways, including the introduction of alternative
routes to qualifications (e.g. based on the validation of non-formal and informal
learning), adjustments to programmes based on personalised needs (e.g.
providing the opportunity to extend learning periods), permeability and bridging
pathways, second-chance routes and focused training for vulnerable groups (e.g.
in work-based learning environments). Flexible pathways for disadvantaged young
people were, for example, introduced by the 2003 amendment to the Vocational
Training Act in Austria (Box 6). Further examples are presented in Box 17.

Box 17. Examples of new programme/pathway changes promoted in policy
documents with high relevance to inclusion

Provisions of the 2003-2012 state education strategy (Lithuania, 2003)

The purpose of the provisions of the 2003—-2012 national education strategy was to
provide a basis for the implementation of the vision for education in Lithuania. The
following practical measures for inclusive VET are outlined: the development,
validation and implementation of VET programmes for people with special needs
(including assessment of the need for training, the development of an action plan for
the programmes’ gradual implementation, the continuous expansion of the range of
these programmes, the creation of new adapted learning venues and the training of
VET teachers); and the development, validation and implementation of learning
programmes for unqualified or underqualified people (including the development of
methodological material for second-chance vocational training, the creation of a
module for the development of VET teachers’ qualifications, analysis of the need for
second-chance training and the creation of an action plan).

Royal Decree 395/2007 of 23 March 2007 regulating the vocational training
subsystem for employment (Spain, 2007)

This royal decree sought to guarantee access to training for unemployed people with
more difficulties than average in finding employment (e.g. those at risk of social
exclusion, those with disabilities). It also sought to secure access to lifelong learning
for workers employed by small and medium-sized enterprises and established
measures to promote equal access for all people, specifically women, people aged
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over 45, people with disabilities and victims of gender-based violence. This was to be
supported by the validation of non-formal and informal learning and labour experience
and by second-chance routes (e.g. public employment and training programmes
aimed at improving the skills and employability of certain groups of unemployed
people).

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Spain and Lithuania, Lietuvos Respublikos Svietimo ir
mokslo ministerija (2003) and Ministerio de Trabajo y Asuntos Sociales (2007).

Some policy documents with strong relevance to excellence refer to the
introduction of new specialisations (e.g. related to the strengthening of innovation
and modernisation), the promotion of permeability and progression routes to higher
levels and the combination of pathways (e.g. apprenticeship training at higher
education levels). An example of such a policy is the Norwegian strategy for higher
vocational education of 2021 (Box 7).

Policy documents with joint high relevance to excellence and inclusion
promote both objectives through a combination of the abovementioned delivery-
related aspects, as examples in Box 18 demonstrate.

Box 18. Examples of new programme/pathway changes promoted in policy
documents with high relevance to both excellence and inclusion

The 2015-2020 strategic plan for technical and vocational education and
training (Cyprus, 2015)

The vision of this strategic plan is clearly to ensure an integrated, attractive, flexible
and high-quality VET system that meets the current and future needs of the Cypriot
economy and society. The strategic plan promotes the accreditation of post-
secondary VET institutions as public schools of higher VET, the development of new
VET curricula oriented towards learning outcomes (with a particular emphasis on key
competences), the introduction of second-chance routes (e.g. the apprenticeship
system and evening schools) and measures to keep early leavers (or those at risk of
early leaving) in the education system and provide them with alternative pathways.

Law on the establishment of a technological-professional training chain (ltaly,
2023)

The overall objective of this law is to formalise the equal value of different educational
pathways and integrate them, and a new curricular model built around the idea of

‘4 + 2’ years’ duration. In this model, technological-professional paths are equivalent
to four years of high school (EQF level 4) and can be followed by the two-year istituti
tecnici superiori academy paths (EQF level 5) or ‘traditional’ university paths.

By establishing a single ‘4 + 2’-year pathway between secondary and post-secondary
education, an educational framework is activated that aims to develop the talents and
excellence of each individual. It is expected that the link between the four-year
secondary school and the two-year istituti tecnici superiori technical high school will

87



Chapter 4.
Research results

improve students’ employability. The reform is directed towards learners at risk of
exclusion and to particularly gifted and high-performing students.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Italy and Cyprus, Ministry of Education (2015), Gazzetta
Ufficiale della Repubblica Italiana (2024) and Ministero dell’lstruzione e del Merito (2023).

Even in the case of policy documents that do not explicitly emphasise the
objectives of vocational excellence or inclusion, the new programmes or
qualifications they introduce can be seen as contributing to developments towards
excellence and/or inclusion. Microcredentials, for example, have the potential to
serve both objectives, as they can be used at lower and higher levels for reskilling
and upskilling purposes and have the potential to be used as a social inclusion
tool. References to microcredentials can be found in policy documents from
Croatia, Czechia and Slovakia. For example, Slovakia’s 2021 lifelong learning and
counselling strategy for 2021-2030, a policy document with high relevance to both
excellence and inclusion, promotes microcredentials as a means to increase the
flexibility of the qualifications system (Ministry of Education Science Research and
Sport of the Slovak Republic, 2021).

4.3.3.3. Pedagogical and didactical approach

Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion (45 %) frequently mention
pedagogical and didactical approaches that support individualisation, that is,
adapting learning to the individual needs of all learners, especially those with
special needs or other vulnerable groups. Work-based learning in various forms,
including apprenticeship training, is also often emphasised.

Box 19. Examples of pedagogical approach changes promoted in policy
documents with high relevance to inclusion

Organic Law 3/2022 of 31 March 2022 on the organisation and integration of
vocational training (Spain, 2022)

The organic law on the organisation and integration of vocational training aims to
transform the VET system as a whole and turn it into a single system providing a
gateway to high-quality employment for young people. The law states that the system
should be capable of responding flexibly to people’s interests, expectations and
aspirations for professional qualifications throughout their lives and to the demands of
industry sectors. It refers to a universal design for learning (i.e. inclusive education),
active teaching methodologies aimed at the integral development of pupils, the
elimination of any type of discrimination and individualised training plans.

Joint Order No 1083/2000 of 20 November on adult education and training
courses (Portugal, 2000)

This initiative is tailored towards low-qualified adults. Adult education and training
courses are a flexible training pathway of variable duration, depending on the
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certification level. They promote the development of social, scientific and professional
skills needed for the exercise of a professional activity and simultaneously enable
learners to obtain a basic school-level certificate (fourth, sixth or ninth grades) or an
upper-secondary-level certification (12th grade).

The methodology behind the adult education and training courses relies on the
following principles: (i) it is focused on the development of competences; (ii) it values
the recognition, validation and certification of competences acquired in formal, non-
formal and informal contexts of learning; (iii) it follows the learner-centred approach;
and (iv) it is founded on project-based learning.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Spain and Portugal, Boletin Oficial del Estado (2022) and
Ministérios do Trabalho e da Solidariedade e da Educagao (2000).

Policy documents with strong relevance to excellence include references to
the training of students to use modern technological equipment in modern facilities,
essentially through partnerships with higher education institutions and businesses
(e.g. in CoVEs). Thus, work-based learning is also strongly emphasised, aiming to
strengthen practical skills in alignment with industry needs. Moreover, using
technology to personalise the learning experience and cater to students with
diverse needs is mentioned, as is facilitating learners’ mobility. The latter is, for
example, one of the criteria to be met in order to receive the trades and
qualifications campuses excellence label in France (as indicated in Box 8).

Several of the policy documents with strong relevance to both excellence and
inclusion refer to increasing work-based and workplace learning, supporting
innovative teaching and learning methods based on digital technologies and
promoting open online educational resources. The Italian law on the establishment
of a technological-professional training chain of 2023 (Ministero dell’Istruzione e
del Merito, 2023) refers to extensive flexibility in teaching and organisation to
increase innovation and laboratory activities, experiential learning and
interdisciplinary perspectives, and the involvement of professionals and
experienced workers from different fields as teachers.

4.3.34. Guidance and support

Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion very often refer to targeted
guidance and interventions for supporting specific target groups and to
personalised and lifelong learning support for all learners (72 %). In some cases,
the introduction of new professions (e.g. vocational training assistants, mediators)
or the further professional development of educators or career counsellors is also
emphasised.
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Box 20. Examples of guidance and support changes promoted in policy
documents with high relevance to inclusion

Implementation regulation on the regional reporting and coordination function
for early school leaving (Netherlands, 2006)

As part of the discontinued implementation regulation on the regional reporting and
coordination function for early school leaving (Uitvoeringsregeling Regionale meld- en
codrdinatiefunctie voortijdig schoolverlaten), VET institutions were to offer more
guidance for students at risk of dropping out and collaborate more with high schools
to smooth the transition from high school to VET (Ministerie van Onderwijs, 2006; van
der Steeg and Webbink, 2006).

Act No 35/2009 (Iceland, 2009)

This is the country’s first national act (law) on guidance and counselling. According to
this act, every student at the compulsory, upper-secondary and university levels is
entitled to guidance and counselling. Regarding delivery, the act stipulates that every
school should have qualified guidance counsellors on staff to improve the choices of
learners with regard to upper-secondary study programmes and to support students
during their upper-secondary studies through high-quality guidance counselling.

Law No 2018-771 of 5 September 2018 for the freedom to choose one’s
professional future (France, 2018)

The law for the freedom to choose one’s professional future constituted a reform of
the entire system of CVET and apprenticeship in France. Its aim was to correct
historical inequalities in access to CVET in favour of the least qualified and
employees of small and medium-sized enterprises. The law introduced a free
universal career guidance service accessible to employees and jobseekers. It also
made it possible for employers to use personnel training funds to finance ‘skills
assessments’ (bilan de compétences) and support for the validation of acquired
experience.

VET 4.0 — medium-term vocational policy strategy for the renewal of vocational
and adult education and training (Hungary, 2023)

The core values of VET 4.0 are diverse career options, dual training, retention,
transparency and permeability. This strategy holds that, in addition to career
guidance, a career counselling system should be developed as a priority before the
start of dual training. There is a need to coordinate the work of the organisations
involved in career guidance and to plan the career counselling system as a
multiannual process. Instead of large-scale career guidance events, experiential
forms of career guidance (e.g. digital community creativity workshops, thematic
summer camps, role model programmes, a ‘one day at work’ programme) should be
strengthened. The period of career guidance should begin earlier than the final
academic year, instead starting two to three years before learners make their career
choices.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from France, Hungary, Iceland and the Netherlands,
Menntamalaraduneytid (2009), République Frangaise (2018) and Magyar Kézlény (2023).

Many policy documents with strong relevance to excellence (49 %) refer to
the introduction or strengthening of services (including career guidance and
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mentoring) to guide students through various stages of their educational and
career journeys. This might include the development of new professions, the CPD
of career guidance professionals and the establishment of dedicated services at
VET providers. Examples include the United Kingdom’s post-16 skills plan
(Box 13) and the Polish law detailed in Box 21.

Box 21. Example of guidance and support changes promoted in policy
documents with high relevance to excellence

2018 law reforming VET (Poland, 2018)

This 2018 reform to the Education System Act focuses on actions to promote
practical learning and deliver higher-quality work-based learning, including using
apprenticeships to strengthen cooperation between VET schools and businesses and
increasing the role and involvement of social partners and sectoral representatives in
VET delivery.

The significant modernisation of career guidance and the philosophy behind it was a
subject of this legislative change. The reform held that educational and job-related
guidance should start as early as kindergarten and continue through the later stages
of education. It also states that depending on the educational stage and type of
school, educational and job-related guidance should be conducted differently.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Poland, and Kancelaria Sejmu (2018).

Similarly, policy documents with strong relevance to both excellence and
inclusion refer to the provision of accessible and quality services for
comprehensive career guidance that supports learners’ transition and entry into
the labour market in general, as stated in the 2021 Bulgarian strategic framework
for the development of education, training and learning (Bulgarian Ministry of
Education and Science, 2021). Guidance and support are also considered key
features in the Danish announcement of the Act on Vocational Education and
Training of 2007 (Undervisningsministeriet, 2007). Meanwhile, the national
development plan for Latvia for 2021-2027 (Republic of Latvia, 2020), among
others, refers to raising the prestige and accessibility of VET institutions and
colleges by offering career guidance.

4.3.3.5. Other delivery-related intended changes

Further intended changes related to delivery that were not covered by the
categories described above were mentioned in 41 policy documents
(corresponding to 27 %) from 24 countries. These include, for example, intended
changes related to infrastructure or equipment (mentioned in six policy documents,
of which four have a strong focus on vocational excellence), which mainly refer to
the upgrading of equipment or the introduction of more modern equipment and the
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provision of adequate laboratories and resources. Malta’s Strategic Plan 2022—

2027 — A community college for all (MCAST, 2021), for example, which has a

strong focus on vocational excellence, also reflects efforts to implement the green

transition, with initiatives aimed at making campuses more environmentally friendly
and supporting the circular economy.

Intended changes related to VET providers in general tend to refer to either
setting up new providers — such as the Greek model vocational VET schools and
experiential and thematic VET centres for enhancing quality and excellence in
VET, which were established by law in 2020 (Government Gazette of the Hellenic
Republic, 2020) — or establishing CoVEs (%%). The latter topic is, for example,
mentioned in the following policy documents:

(a) the UK government’s report Further Education: Raising skills, improving life
chances (2006) (Box 24);

(b) the Spanish plan for the modernisation of VET (2020) (Box 15), which
emphasises the establishment of a network of centres of excellence in VET;

(c) the national development plan for Latvia for 2021-2027 (Republic of Latvia,
2020), which refers to strengthening VET institutions and making them into
specialised centres for excellence and innovation, with a special focus on the
area of smart specialisation, through creating flexible adult education options,
promoting interinstitutional and international cooperation and introducing new
technologies;

(d) the Bulgarian strategic framework for the development of education, training
and learning (Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science, 2021);

(e) the Norwegian strategy for higher vocational education (2021) (Box 7);

(f) the Slovak lifelong learning and counselling strategy for 2021-2030 (Ministry
of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic, 2021),
which recommends the establishment of CoVEs to increase the attractiveness
and quality of VET and sets out the steps to accomplish this in its action plan
(Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak Republic,

2022):
(i) finalising the requirements for establishing CoVEs by the third quarter of
2024;
(i) identifying existing VET centres for transformation into CoVEs by
December 2024;

(®®) CoVEs are mentioned in policy documents in relation to both content-based and delivery-based intended
impacts, as changes in both areas can support the transformation of VET providers into CoVEs. However,
it should be noted that CoVEs are explicitly mentioned in only a few of the policy documents analysed. This
may be due to the fact that CoVEs are promoted less frequently in policy documents that are categorised
as regulations/legislation or strategies / action plans (see also Cedefop’s timeline of VET policies in Europe).
The limitation of the selection to five policy documents per country from 2000 or later may also play a role
here.
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(iii) embedding the concept of CoVEs into legislation by the second quarter of
2025.

In France, trades and qualifications campuses with the related excellence
label are also considered CoVEs; the terms of reference for awarding and
renewing the trades and qualifications campuses excellence label were issued in
2019 (Box 8).

4.3.4. Other intended changes and actions promoted

In 30 out of 150 policy documents (corresponding to 20 %), other intended
changes not covered by the categories already discussed were also indicated.
These policy documents come from 19 of the 30 countries covered (**).

The education or CPD of VET teachers and trainers, including in-company
trainers, is the other intended impact most often mentioned (in 21 policy
documents) (%°). It appeared most frequently in policy documents with high
relevance to vocational excellence (8) or high relevance to both policy objectives
(7). An example from the former group is presented in Box 22.

Box 22. Example of intended changes related to the CPD of VET teachers in
policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence

Programme for the development of practical vocational training resources
(Lithuania, 2007)

One of the specific aims of the programme was ‘to provide vocational teachers with
technological competences necessary to work on a new practical training basis (of
sectoral centres)’ (Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania,
2007). The group of related activities is set out in the document ‘Development and
implementation of the system for updating of VET teachers’ technological
competences’ (‘Profesijos mokytojy ir déstytojy technologiniy kompetencijy
tobulinimo sistemos sukdrimas ir jdiegimas’). It is also claimed that this will ‘ensure
implementation of innovative teaching methods and transmission of innovations to
learners’ (Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania, 2007).

Source: Authors, based on country research from Lithuania.

Many of the policy documents that relate to vocational excellence also refer
to improving the quality of VET provision in general. The other intended changes
recorded here in relation to quality development and assurance (explicitly
highlighted in 10 policy documents) are about improving the quality management

(®) Itis quite possible that the remaining policy documents also contain aspects of other intended changes or
actions that were not directly asked about in the research questionnaire. The aspects presented here are
the ones that were particularly emphasised by the country experts.

(®) The large number of policy documents referring to the education or CPD of VET teachers and trainers
suggests that this could have been included as a separate category in the research tool. This important
aspect will therefore be given greater consideration in the following strands of the study.
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system — as indicated, for example, in the Greek 2022-2024 strategic plan for
vocational education and training, lifelong learning and youth (Greek Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2022) or the abovementioned Slovak lifelong learning and
counselling strategy for 2021-2030 and accompanying 2022—2024 action plan.
The example in Box 23 also explicitly relates to VET quality development.

Box 23. Example of intended changes related to quality development and
assurance in policy documents with a strong focus on vocational
excellence

VET quality strategy for 2020-2030 (Finland, 2019)

The Vocational Education and Training Act (531/2017), which entered into force on

1 January 2018, gives education providers more autonomy in the targeting and
implementation of their provision. As part of this, education providers are required to
have an efficient quality management system and to implement quality management
at all levels of their operations.

In a report on the quality strategy, the working group set up by the Ministry of
Education and Culture proposes a vision for VET and its quality management, which
should be implemented with the help of five effectiveness targets. The targets are ‘to
implement comprehensive quality management; to have customer orientation as the
basis for activities; to have continuous improvement for excellence integrated into
activities; to have evidence-based decision making, guidance and leadership; and to
set clear objectives for the quality and effectiveness of activities, including systematic
monitoring of results and progress towards objectives’ (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio,
2019b).

The strategic targets are expected to ‘provide comprehensive long-term guidance for
quality management in VET’ (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerio, 2019b). The report sets
out development actions over three years (2020—-2022). The plan was to monitor and
review the quality management strategy at the end of the three-year period, after
which ‘the strategic intentions and measures [would] be revised as necessary’
(Opetus- ja kulttuuriministerié, 2019b).

The quality strategy is intended as a tool for VET providers and their staff, education
administrations, the National Centre for Educational Evaluation (Karvi) and other VET
stakeholders.

Source: Authors, based on country research from Finland.

Strengthening the link to the labour market and meeting the needs of the
labour market are strongly emphasised in several policy documents that are
intended to have an impact on the content of curricula and qualifications or on the
delivery of VET programmes. These topics are sometimes also mentioned as part
of the objective of overall quality improvement in VET. In two policy documents,
they are explicitly emphasised in the context of skills governance. For example,
the aim to strengthen the influence of employer representatives and reduce the
influence of education sector authorities is stressed in the Slovak amendments to
the Act on VET (Act No 61/2015) (Narodna rada Slovenskej republiky, 2015),
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which is of high relevance to vocational excellence. Meanwhile, the Hungarian VET
4.0 strategy (Magyar Kézlény, 2023), which has a strong focus on inclusion but to
some extent also addresses aims related to vocational excellence, refers to the
establishment of sectoral skills councils, which are to formulate their proposals on
the structure and content of vocational training.

4.4. QOrders of justification

Key messages

(a) Explicit justifications for the policy objectives of vocational excellence and
inclusion and the related measures are often either absent or articulated only in
broad, general terms.

(b) The examples identified confirm that there is not a one-way relationship between
the policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion and the orders of
justification.

(c) Accordingly, in policy documents with a strong focus on excellence, references to
market-based, industrial or fame-based justifications can often be found, but so
can references to the civic order of justification. Similarly, in policy documents
with a strong focus on inclusion, other orders of justification can be identified
alongside the civic one.

The assignment of the orders of justification is primarily based on the analysis of
the overarching objectives that country experts identified in the policy documents
selected. However, as previously noted, explicit justifications for these objectives
and the related policy measures are often either absent or articulated only in broad,
general terms. Consequently, the assignment of specific orders of justification is
based on interpretation of the available texts and should therefore be approached
with caution. Some examples are included for illustrative purposes in the following
subsections. These examples clearly show that there is no one-to-one
correspondence between vocational excellence or inclusion and the orders of
justification; in each case, more than one of the orders of justification can be
identified.

4.41. Strong focus on vocational excellence

In policy documents with a strong focus on excellence, references to market-
based, industrial or fame-based justifications can often be identified. At the same
time, indications of the civic order of justification can also be observed, as
objectives related to inclusion are also sometimes mentioned (even though this
may not be the main focus of the policy in question).
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Box 24. Examples from Germany and the United Kingdom

Excellence initiative for VET (Germany, 2022)
Short introduction

Through the excellence initiative for VET, different projects are combined into an
overarching agenda. Individual activities are scheduled to launch successively
between 2022 and 2026. Over EUR 750 million has been earmarked for this purpose.
In order to give new impetus to VET, the excellence initiative focuses on three central
fields of action: talented individuals, high-quality and resourceful provision and
internationality.

Orders of justification

(@) Civic. The initiative provides for parts of vocational training and apprenticeship
training to be carried out abroad. This option is also open to learners with
disabilities.

(b) Market based / industrial. The excellence initiative is an important component
of the Federal Government’s skilled labour strategy, as the shortage of skilled
workers is one of the greatest challenges facing Germany and more
professionally qualified skilled workers are needed to ensure prosperity and
growth.

(c) Fame based. With the excellence initiative for VET, the Federal Ministry of
Education and Research (BMBF) is providing a targeted impetus for a
necessary modernisation and boost in attractiveness. The aim is to contribute
to strengthening society’s appreciation for VET.

Further Education: Raising skills, improving life chances (United Kingdom, 2006)

Short introduction

This document sets out the government’s plans to reform further education (VET) so

that it can achieve ‘its full potential as the powerhouse of a high skills economy’ and

‘to make us a fairer society, offering equal opportunities for all based on talent and

effort, not background’ (Department for Education and Skills, 2006, pp. 1, 3).

Orders of justification

(a) Civic. The policy refers to equal opportunities, inclusion is mentioned as a goal
and some policy measures to help people from disadvantaged backgrounds
access programmes are included.

(b) Market based. The policy refers to ensuring labour market relevance.

(c) Industrial. The policy includes goals such as creating a new specialist system
in which every further education provider develops one or more areas of
‘specialist excellence’ that will ‘become central to the mission and ethos of the
institution and ... drive its improvement’ (i.e. CoVEs) (p. 6); designating sixth-
form colleges (for students aged 16—18) that meet the required standards as
centres of excellence; and strengthening the role of colleges in providing higher
education programmes.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Germany and the United Kingdom, Bundesministerium fur
Bildung und Forschung (2022) and Department for Education and Skills (2006).

4.4.2. Strong focus on inclusion
Several documents that are strongly focused on inclusion objectives refer to the
aim of ensuring equal rights, opportunities, participation or access for all, in
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education in general or in VET specifically. This can be considered an indication
that the civic order of justification is used. In many policy documents (often the
ones with a broader scope, going beyond the VET system), other orders of
justification can be identified in addition to the civic one. This is demonstrated by
the examples in Box 25.

Box 25. Examples from Ireland, Spain and Hungary

Learning for Life: White paper on adult education (Ireland, 2000)
Short introduction

The paper was Ireland’s first policy statement on adult education (the domain in
which VET - called further education and training in Ireland — is located) and marked
the adoption of lifelong learning as the ‘governing principle’ of educational policy. It
set out the overall policy framework, including for further education and workplace
education, together with a programme of change and development.

Orders of justification

(@) Civic. Equality of access, participation and outcomes for participants in adult
education is a key principle of the paper, which emphasises implementing
proactive strategies to counteract inequalities and targeting investment towards
those most at risk to promote an inclusive and democratic society.

(b) Market based. The document sets out a change agenda for all aspects of post-
compulsory education and training, and hence covers support for learners as
well as institutional change, with an overall eye on how lifelong learning
supports both the economy and the creation of an inclusive society. It also aims
to build closer relationships with industry.

Digital education strategy (Hungary, 2016)
Short introduction

The main objective of the strategy is to create the opportunity to effectively develop
digital competences at all levels of the education system in line with sectoral
strategies and professional objectives.

Orders of justification

(a) Civic. The strategy emphasises equity and seeks to improve social inclusion
and the active social participation of citizens by increasing the level of digital
skills in society and the participation of adults in digital learning. The strategy
contains several explicit references to the inclusion of disadvantaged pupils in
VET. For example, reference is made to the development of an inclusive
approach, which should be a priority for all stakeholders and an important
element in the fight against geographical inequalities and disadvantages due to
socioeconomic status.

(b) Market based / industrial. The outcomes of the strategy should contribute to
increasing Hungary’s competitiveness. The overall strategic objective is to
ensure that public education provides opportunities for students to acquire the
digital skills that are in demand in society and the labour market. Particular
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attention is paid to the needs of VET, higher education and lifelong learning
and to effectiveness and efficiency.

Organic Law 3/2022 of 31 March on the organisation and integration of

vocational training (Spain, 2022)

Short introduction

This law replaces the previous VET law (from 2002) and integrates all the changes

introduced in subsequent regulations. It is, therefore, a total reform of the VET

system, which includes training for employment, lifelong learning and VET as part of
the educational system.

Orders of justification

(@) Civic. Its guiding principles are equal opportunities and quality of training. The
law specifically emphasises the centrality of the person, promoting the
maximum development of their capacities and avoiding any type of
discrimination based on gender, educational and social vulnerability. It adopts
the principles of Universal Design for learning (learning model for inclusive
education).

(b) Market based. The aim is to make vocational training a key driver of economic
and social transformation for the country and leads to quality employment. It is
a law that transforms the entire VET system to ensure that it responds to the
needs of the economic system and the demands of the productive sectors,
highlighting digitalisation and ecological transition.

(c) Inspired. This law aims to transform the VET system as a whole and turn it into
a single system, capable of responding flexibly to people’s interests,
expectations and aspirations for professional qualifications throughout their
lives.

Sources: Authors, based on country research from Ireland, Spain and Hungary, Department of Further and
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (2000), Government of Hungary (2016) and Boletin
Oficial del Estado (2022).

44.3. Strong focus on both vocational excellence and inclusion

Not surprisingly, in policy documents with a strong focus on both the objectives of
excellence and inclusion, different orders of justification can also be identified. The
example from Malta in Box 26 also refers to a close link to EU VET policies.

Box 26. Examples from Latvia and Malta

National vocational education and training policy (Malta, 2015)
Short introduction

This policy document sets out a strategic vision that focuses on both excellence and

inclusion in line with the Bruges Communiqué.

Orders of justification

(@) Civic. The policy emphasises the importance of making VET accessible to all,
including vulnerable groups. It highlights efforts to reduce early school leaving
by integrating VET into compulsory education and expanding foundation
courses for students with special needs. Special attention is given to promoting
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VET among female students, adults seeking lifelong learning and
disadvantaged groups, such as unemployed people. The expansion of the
Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology pathway programme and the
creation of an Access Committee ensure that students with disabilities or
learning difficulties receive individual support and guidance, reinforcing a more
inclusive VET system in Malta.

(b) Market based. The policy refers to ensuring labour market relevance.

(c) Industrial. The policy encourages research and innovation through the
establishment of centralised units and joint programmes between VET
providers and higher education institutions. In addition, it introduces new
funding mechanisms, such as a trust fund to attract private investment in VET
research, and provides government scholarships to support student mobility
and development.

(d) Fame based. It aims to position Malta as a VET centre of excellence, attracting
foreign students and expanding VET qualifications up to EQF / national
qualifications framework levels 6 and 7.

National development plan for 2021-2027 (Latvia, 2020)
Short introduction

This is the main national medium-term development planning document for Latvia. It
aligns with the implementation of Latvia’s sustainable development strategy until
2030 and the United Nations sustainable development goals, with the goals of all
Latvian residents achieving an improvement in their quality of life by 2027. The plan is
intended to foster a knowledge society. Its priority 2 is about building ‘Knowledge and
skills for personal and national growth’.

Orders of justification

(@) Civic. The document emphasises the aims of making lifelong education
available to all citizens of Latvia and creating a sustainable democratic society
by ensuring high-quality, accessible and inclusive education.

(b) Market based / industry. Education is considered an important factor for
achieving economic growth. The document emphasises that, in 2027, Latvia’s
education system at all levels should not only meet today’s requirements but
also be open to future challenges, preparing students to be critically thinking,
emotionally intelligent and digitally skilled specialists in their profession. The
plan aims to foster an internationally excellent science sector, innovative
companies and a competent workforce in both the private sector and public
administration in Latvia.

(c) Fame based. For VET institutions, the improvement of ‘their reputation as
centres of excellence and innovation’ is emphasised (Republic of Latvia, 2020).

Source: Authors, based on country research from Latvia and Malta, MCAST (2015) and Republic of Latvia
(2020).
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4.5. Country perspectives

Key messages

(@) Countries with moderate-to-high upper-secondary VET enrolment consistently
focus more on inclusion aspects.

(b) A balanced approach or an increased emphasis on both objectives over time is
observed in regions that have undergone significant VET system reforms.

(c) Vocational excellence and inclusion are considered complementary objectives
but are addressed separately in different policy documents or VET provisions.

(d) The lack of clarity about the concepts of excellence and inclusion can lead to
contradictions in policy approaches.

In this section, the focus is on the overall situation in 30 countries, so the following

questions emerge.

(a) What changes can be observed over time among the countries in terms of the
policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion?

(b) To what extent are these two objectives seen as complementary or
contradictory?

4.51. Changes over time

In order to compensate for the potential bias caused by the selection of a limited
number of policy documents (five per country), country experts were asked to
briefly summarise to what extent the national VET objectives and priorities related
to vocational excellence and inclusion have changed since 2000. In this section,
the 30 countries analysed are grouped based on the types of changes observed in
this regard. The groupings relate to the extent to which one or the other policy
objective tended to be prioritised, versus the extent to which they tended to be
pursued together in a more balanced way, and whether these tendencies
increased or decreased over time. It should be noted that aspects of both policy
objectives can be identified in documents from all 30 countries; the allocation to
the groups here is based on the more strongly observable tendency for each
country overall. In general, the assessment of the potential shift in priorities over
time should be considered in the overall context of the VET system concerned and
its historical development. For example, in well-established and robust VET
systems, there may not be as great a need to prioritise excellence in policy
documents. Similarly, countries with VET systems that have historically had a
strong focus on equity may not see the need to place an additional emphasis on
inclusion. What is emphasised in the policy as a priority goal can therefore be
understood as an indication of problems identified that are then addressed by
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specific changes. Keeping these considerations in mind, the country groupings as
given in Table 11 can be distinguished.

Table 11.  Grouping of countries based on the trends observed in the focus on
vocational excellence and inclusion since 2000

Groups Countries
Countries where the (explicit) focus of VET Austria, Czechia, Finland, Germany,
policy documents has been consistently more Hungary, Ireland
on inclusion than excellence
Countries with a strong focus on inclusion Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, France,
where vocational excellence has gained Luxembourg, Spain

prominence in national policy documents over
the past 10 years (approximately)

Countries with a strong focus on inclusion Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, Romania,
where an increasing focus on vocational Sweden

excellence can be observed, but the increase is
moderate compared with that of the group
above

Countries where a more consistent and Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
balanced approach to emphasising both Norway, Slovenia, United Kingdom
vocational excellence and inclusion can be
observed

Countries where both goals — vocational Bulgaria, Greece, Poland, Slovakia
excellence and inclusion — have been
increasingly emphasised in policy documents in
recent years

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Figure 7.  Grouping of countries based on the trends observed in the focus on
vocational excellence and inclusion since 2000

NB: Colour coding corresponds to the categories shown in Table 11. Please use the table as a key.
Source: Authors, based on country research.

If we correlate these country groups with other factors characterising the 30
countries, such as geographic area, changes in enrolment in upper-secondary
VET or the share of upper-secondary students in VET (see Table 21 in Annex 4),
no clear patterns emerge, but the following observations can be made for each
country group.

(a) Consistently stronger focus on inclusion than on excellence. Countries
with a consistently stronger focus on inclusion aspects tend to have moderate-
to-high shares of upper-secondary VET enrolment (except for Ireland).
Countries in this group show either increasing (Finland, Hungary, Ireland) or
decreasing (Austria, Czechia, Germany) trends in upper-secondary VET
enrolment.

(b) Strong focus on inclusion and increased focus on vocational excellence
in the past 10 years and strong focus on inclusion and moderate increase
in emphasis on vocational excellence. Many of the 12 countries in these two
groups show decreasing or stable trends in vocational upper-secondary
enrolment (except for Cyprus and Portugal). These countries tend to have
moderate shares of students in VET, mostly in the 40-59.5 % range, except
for Croatia and the Netherlands (with higher shares of VET enrolment).
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(c) More balanced approach. Except for Norway and Slovenia, these countries
tend to have lower shares of upper-secondary VET enrolment — however, in
several cases, a trend towards increasing VET enrolment can be observed
(e.g. in Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Malta).

(d) Recently increasing emphasis on both objectives. Countries in this group
are from regions that have been undergoing significant reforms of their VET
systems, often as part of broader social and economic reform developments.
With the exception of Slovakia, these countries tend to have moderate or lower
shares VET enrolment at the upper-secondary level. These countries also
exhibit mixed trends in VET enrolment, varying from stability (Bulgaria, Greece)
to increases (Poland) or decreases (Slovakia).

The trends observed in the 30 countries are briefly outlined in the following
subsections on the basis of this grouping.

451.1. Consistently stronger focus on inclusion than on excellence

In some countries, the general (explicit) focus of VET policy documents has been
consistently more on inclusion aspects than on excellence, though the emphasis
and approach vary by nation. In Czechia and Hungary, VET reforms have
prioritised addressing inequalities and the needs of disadvantaged learners, and
in Ireland inclusion has been a consistent priority in VET policies since the early
2000s and has become deeply embedded in the system. The continuous stronger
emphasis on inclusion-related aspects in this group of countries does not mean
that vocational excellence is not given any importance. In Germany, while inclusion
is constantly at the centre of attention, both policy objectives are used at different
times to pursue more specific purposes. For example, in recent years, vocational
excellence has been promoted as a way to increase the attractiveness of VET
careers, especially in response to demographic changes leading to labour
shortages. Austria is an example of a country where legislation often supports the
inclusion of disadvantaged learners, while vocational excellence is primarily
promoted through other initiatives, such as those of the Austrian Federal Economic
Chamber. The chamber coordinates national skills competitions and rewards
companies for running high-performing apprenticeships, while other organisations
promote excellence through talent development initiatives. Similarly, in Finland,
VET has long been seen as a sector that supports weaker learners, and recent
reforms have strengthened this focus. The extension of compulsory education and
the 2018 VET reforms have developed individual study paths for learners,
improving access to education for disadvantaged groups. However, excellence is
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promoted through national competitions and strategies like VET 2030, which
encourages regional quality management improvements.

45.1.2. Strong focus on inclusion and increased focus on vocational excellence
in the past 10 years

In some countries, a shift in emphasis can be observed, with vocational excellence
gaining importance in national policy documents over (roughly) the past 10 years.
In some countries (e.g. Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, France, Spain), a marked shift
towards excellence since around 2015 has been observed, while in others (e.g.
Denmark, Luxembourg) this trend started a bit earlier. The developments in
Belgium (an example from the Flemish Region is presented in Box 27) show that
excellence is promoted to improve the image of VET (%°).

Box 27. Example from the Flemish Region in Belgium

There have been many ups and downs in terms of the balance between excellence
and inclusion in Belgium’s VET-related policies, but, overall, a shift towards
excellence can be observed. From 2000 to 2010, there were several years in which
inclusion was an important factor, but, since 2015, the emphasis has shifted more
and more towards excellence.

The main reason for this shift towards excellence is the fact that young people in
Belgium do not always take up a VET path as a first choice. Young people who opt
for VET often have relatively poor academic results, are held back a grade, or are at
risk of dropping out of school. They seek an alternative path to ‘general’ education in
the VET system. Those young people who opt for a combination of school-based and
vocational learning (i.e. dual learning) have traditionally been students at risk of
dropping out of school.

In order to increase the popularity of dual learning, the government has decided
to introduce a new, integrated system of dual training courses at the secondary level
that aims to distinguish itself as a positive option (in terms of students’ motivation to
complete vocational training and academic schooling). The concept of dual education
is to be officially introduced in the 2025—-2026 school year but has already been in
force at the upper-secondary level since 2019. Dual training courses are also already
being piloted for adults. So far, however, dual learning has not yet improved the
attractiveness of VET (European Commission, 2024).

At the same time, the system for recognition of prior learning is gaining
momentum and focuses more on the inclusion of vulnerable groups (compared with
the policy related to dual education and training) by focusing on the validation of
experiences and skills rather than on study outcomes and diplomas.

Source: Authors, based on country research from Belgium.

(*®)  The shift towards excellence also applies to the French Community (Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles), as
seen in the Pact for Excellence in Education launched in 2015. The pact aims to strengthen the quality of
education for the benefit of all learners in the French Community. It also has a strong emphasis on inclusion,
aiming to make the school system more inclusive and egalitarian. This pact has an impact on the entire
education system, not just on VET (Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles, n.d.).
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In France, the theme of inclusion has long been central to VET policies,
particularly in addressing youth unemployment and social inequalities. Since 2014,
there has been an increased emphasis on vocational excellence, partly driven by
the rise of apprenticeships in higher education. The concept of ‘pathways of
excellence’ is now used to highlight the improved integration outcomes of
vocational training (thanks to the relevance and high quality of VET). This balance
between inclusion and excellence is reflected in recent reforms and initiatives such
as skills competitions and mentoring programmes that support both excellence and
disadvantaged youth.

In addition to France, Croatia and Spain are examples of countries that have
emphasised the role of VET providers in developing vocational excellence in recent
years, in forms very similar to CoVEs.

(a) The French Ministry of Education has set up a network of trades and
qualifications campuses that unites secondary and higher education
institutions to provide skills relevant to high-demand industry sectors,
promoting collaboration between communities and businesses to achieve
regional and national economic impacts. They also developed national
specifications for obtaining or renewing the trades and qualifications campuses
label (2014) and excellence label (2018).

(b) In Croatia, the 2014 strategy for education, science and technology introduced
the concept of centres of excellence (Republike Hrvatske, 2014) and 25
regional competence centres were appointed in 2018. Specifically, the national
plan for the development of the education system until 2027 states that regional
centres of excellence (i.e. centres of excellence in VET) will be further
promoted by strengthening the professional capacities of employees,
networking the centres with partner institutions and economic entities at the
local and national levels and providing support for the digital and green
transformation of the economy.

(c) In Spain, the objective of excellence has been mentioned progressively more
often in the past 25 years in different policies and plans. The concept has
related to criteria of quality and innovation without specifying an orientation
towards very talented or high-performing students. In the latest approved law
(Boletin Oficial del Estado, 2022), the term ‘excellence’ is mentioned several
times and the concept is used in two contexts: (1) converting VET into a training
path for excellence, as a result of collaboration between training centres and
companies; and (2) establishing a network of centres of excellence in VET
(centres specialised in innovation, applied research and active
entrepreneurship in each industry sector).
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In the case of Denmark, inclusion (the words used in Danish would be
translated as ‘residual groups’, ‘weak learners’ and ‘dropouts’) and excellence
(faglighed in Danish, equivalent to the German Fachlichkeit or ‘high skills’, ‘quality’
or ‘proficiency’ in English) have been objectives in all the reforms, but with different
priority levels. Further information is presented in Box 28.

Box 28. Change of balance between excellence and inclusion in Denmark

In the 2000s, the idea of the knowledge society was driving Danish education
policies, and the emphasis was on higher education, especially science, technology,
engineering and mathematics. The role of VET was to achieve the target of 95 % of a
youth cohort completing secondary education, focusing on the ‘residual group’, that
is, the group of young people at risk of not completing an upper-secondary education
programme. VET programmes were made more flexible and vocational schools had
to focus on reducing the dropout rate.

From 2012, the focus changed. The idea of the knowledge society was altered —
if not abandoned altogether — to focus on strengthening national production capacity,
and VET became a central theme in this strategy. The social partners also pushed to
strengthen the faglighed (excellence) in the VET programmes and make the
programmes more attractive to young people. The reform in 2014 is the work of the
social partners, who were pushing to introduce admission requirements to VET
programmes (?). Vocational schools were to work with the general school system and
strengthen links with other upper-secondary programmes to encourage more young
people to opt for VET directly after school. The 95 % target was lowered to 90 % and
a new programme was set up for students who were not able to meet the admission
requirements that had been introduced.

The 2018 reform also focuses on faglighed and on increasing the attractiveness
of VET. One of the effects of the 2014 reform was that more adult VET students
dropped out, and the reform in 2018 focused on creating attractive pathways for adult
VET students as well.

The 2023 reform of higher education is part of a reform that aims to encourage
more young people to enter either VET or the welfare profession programmes (social
work, teaching, nursing).

To summarise, the balance between inclusion and excellence has changed
since the 2000s. Now, the focus is on strengthening VET and welfare professions in
order to avoid a lack of skilled workers and welfare professionals in the near future.

® Other measures to support excellence included the introduction of talent tracks and the option to
combine a VET programme with A-levels.

Source: Authors, based on country research from Denmark.

451.3. Strong focus on inclusion and moderate increase in emphasis on
vocational excellence

In some countries, a strong focus on inclusion and an increasing focus on

vocational excellence can be observed during the period under review, but the

increase in the emphasis on excellence is rather moderate compared with that of

the foregoing group.

106



VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

In Sweden, the Nordic welfare model, with its core values of equity and
inclusiveness, ensures that education is accessible to all; thus, a strong emphasis
on inclusion is prevalent. Nevertheless, although excellence is not explicitly
mentioned in policy documents (the sample analysed does not include a Swedish
policy document with a value higher than 3 in terms of relevance to vocational
excellence), there is a focus on ‘improving quality’ and helping all students reach
their potential.

While inclusion is a strategic objective of VET policies in all countries in this
group, some of them have introduced specific VET offerings to promote
excellence. This is the case, for example, in Italy, with the reform of istituti tecnici
superiori (ITS) (higher technical institutes) and the introduction of new curricular
models. These initiatives aim to provide high-quality post-secondary education,
promoting both inclusion and excellence by offering flexible, innovative teaching
and greater internationalisation. This is also the case in Portugal, with the provision
of technological specialisation courses and higher professional technical courses.

In addition, in Dutch VET policies, excellence is a relatively new objective,
formally introduced in 2015. However, initial evaluations did not reveal any direct
results of this objective. In 2019, there was no evidence that excellence
programmes at VET institutions improved the labour market position of their
graduates, and an increase in the positive attitude of students was not measurable
(Buisman et al., 2019). In Romania, excellence has not been a very prominent
theme on the VET agenda. Nevertheless, starting in early 2000, within the
technical and VET programmes of the ‘Poland and Hungary: Assistance for
restructuring their economies’ (PHARE) instrument, the best-performing VET
schools were selected to act as VET resource centres, with the aim of supporting
the development of other VET schools providing training programmes within a
specific economic sector. The concept of VET resource centres, which is the main
initiative addressing vocational excellence in the Romanian policy documents,
became more meaningful in 2019 when VET school networks that included
different VET schools operating in a specific sector (e.g. agriculture, mechanics)
were organised under the leadership of a VET resource centre.

4.5.1.4. Balance between promoting excellence and inclusion

Other countries appear to have taken a more balanced approach to emphasising
vocational excellence and inclusion over the past 25 years. This is the case for the
three Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), which regained independence
in 1990-1991 and joined the EU in 2004. Over the years, the content and structure
of their VET systems changed substantially, and, like other newer Member States,
the Baltic states were also quite open to the EU’s education policy goals and
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instruments. Although the three countries did not always follow the same approach,
there are some similarities. VET is intended to fulfil a function of social cohesion,
has a rather low reputation and is not seen as the first choice. Vocational
excellence is promoted through measures that emphasise relevance to the labour
market, quality improvement, modernisation, the incorporation of new technologies
and the enhancement of the image of VET. Aligning VET with the needs of the
labour market is a constant challenge, as is also the case in Slovenia, where the
overall framework is designed to support both excellence and inclusion (see
Box 5).

In the two Nordic countries in this group (Iceland and Norway), the objectives
and priorities of VET seek to strike a balance between inclusion and excellence,
with challenges being experienced in relation to both. Both countries support
inclusion — for example, through the right of all students to access upper-secondary
education. In Norway, the unlimited extension of the legal right to complete upper-
secondary education was introduced with the Completion Reform (2020-2021). At
the same time, there is a kind of consensus that inclusion should not be achieved
by lowering formal qualification levels and there is a commitment within the overall
VET policy to provide the labour market with high-level vocational skills.

In the United Kingdom, VET policies have consistently featured a balance
between excellence and inclusion, with a strong focus on improving the quality of
provision to create a world-class system. While the term ‘inclusion’ is less
prominent, access for all remains a key principle, with various measures supporting
disadvantaged learners and those with special needs. Excellence is linked to high
skills development, and there is a continued emphasis on making VET and
apprenticeships globally competitive. Inclusivity is addressed through initiatives
like the equity, diversity and inclusion strategy, which aims to remove barriers to
access across the system. The education system in Malta has been influenced by
the UK one. During the past few years, the Maltese VET system has evolved to
balance inclusion and excellence. While the initial focus was on providing
education for early school leavers and disadvantaged groups, recent efforts have
aimed to foster research and entrepreneurship through institutions like the Malta
College of Arts, Science and Technology. However, inclusion remains a key
priority, with efforts to accommodate students with SEN and recent initiatives
addressing multicultural inclusion. Excellence is also promoted through
internationalisation and innovation, though challenges persist in relation to the
quality of smaller private VET providers.
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45.1.5. Increasing emphasis on both objectives, especially recently

A few countries (e.g. Bulgaria, Greece, Poland, Slovakia) were found to have
emphasised both goals — vocational excellence and inclusion — in policy
documents, particularly in recent years. While these objectives were also pursued
to a certain extent in the early years of the period of investigation, they tended to
receive more attention in the later years. The most important reforms in this context
include the following.

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

In Bulgaria, efforts since 2013 to modernise the VET system have affected both
objectives. Legal frameworks and strategic documents, such as the strategic
framework for the development of education, training and learning (2021-
2027), offer a balanced focus on vocational excellence and inclusion. In
contrast, documents specific to CVET, like the Employment Promotion Act and
the national employment action plan, tend to emphasise inclusion by providing
new pathways for adults, facilitating the acquisition of partial qualifications and
offering funding for training opportunities.

In Greece, a clear shift towards vocational excellence and inclusion can be
attributed to the reform introduced by Law No 4763/2020, which aimed to
address issues such as the low social recognition, weak labour market
alignment and poor effectiveness of VET.

In Poland, VET has received more attention since the late 2010s, with reforms
in 2017-2019 aimed at improving the system’s responsiveness to labour
market needs. Though the term ‘excellence’ is not explicitly used, there has
been a strong focus on high quality, modernisation and employer involvement.
Key reforms include the modernisation of VET curricula and exams, the
promotion of work-based learning and the holding of skills competitions.
Inclusion efforts have been less prominent, though important changes were
made to integrate learners with mild intellectual disabilities into VET.

Slovakia has also seen a gradual shift towards excellence and inclusion in VET,
with the 2017 ‘Learning Slovakia’ document highlighting inclusion as a priority.
Recent reforms aim to improve VET quality and address the needs of socially
disadvantaged groups, especially the Roma minority. Efforts include the
introduction of alternative lower-secondary education pathways and pilot
programmes for preventing early school leaving. Excellence is promoted
through quality assurance measures, international cooperation and the
development of CoVEs. However, challenges remain in ensuring that the
centres balance short-term labour market needs with broader educational
goals.
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4.5.2. Contradictory or complementary

As discussed in Section 2.3, vocational excellence and inclusion do not need to be
considered two opposing objectives but can be seen as two sides of the same coin.
Figure 3 shows that of the 150 policy documents analysed, more than one third
(53) have a strong focus on inclusion only, 37 have a strong focus on excellence
only and 39 have a strong focus on both inclusion and excellence. Thus, more than
a quarter of all documents are assessed as having strong relevance to both policy
objectives. The two objectives are often used in a complementary manner. This
can be observed in relation to the explicit reference to policy objectives. Most policy
documents with an explicit reference to excellence (31 out of 38) also contain an
explicit reference to inclusion. In contrast, among the policy documents with an
explicit reference to inclusion, more than half (49 out of 79) do not contain any
reference to vocational excellence.

Complementarity can further be seen in the extent to which different target
groups, such as high- or low-performing learners (to name a pair of opposites), are
included in the policies. As shown in Section 4.2.1, of the 150 policy documents
analysed, very few (four) of those related to vocational excellence are aimed
primarily at very gifted or high-performing learners. It is therefore noted by some
experts that this target group is not sufficiently considered in the policies. However,
it should be borne in mind that in some cases there is talk of the ‘individual needs
of all learners’, which in turn includes all groups of learners (i.e. reflecting a broader
understanding of inclusion).

Although policies for excellence and inclusion generally tend to complement
each other, challenges and contradictory elements can be identified. These
aspects are presented in the following subsections.

The policy objectives related to vocational excellence and inclusion are
viewed as complementary rather than contradictory in several countries (e.g.
Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Slovakia,
Spain, Sweden, Norway, United Kingdom). This complementarity is evident in the
following ways. In Bulgaria, for example, policies focus on making VET more
attractive and responsive to labour market needs, thereby supporting both
excellence and inclusion indirectly (as the policy documents analysed are not
explicitly linked to vocational excellence or inclusion). Similarly, in Estonia,
vocational education centres provide both IVET and CVET, including programmes
for learners with SEN. Apprenticeships are used to improve the image of VET (and
indirectly to achieve excellence, as an important aspect of vocational excellence is
the labour market connectivity of VET), while at the same time addressing students
who are less interested in academic pathways (inclusion). Finland’s VET policies
are designed to meet diverse student needs across different career phases. For
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example, the introduction of individual study paths is supposed to be beneficial for
all types of learners. However, there are implementation challenges, mainly arising
from inconsistent funding. When the legislation for youth and adult VET was
merged as part of the 2018 reform, the different needs of the various age groups
were not sufficiently taken into account. Adult VET particularly needs holistic
planning to balance excellence and inclusion, ensuring access to education for
both workforce development and personal career transitions.

Greece’s national strategy promotes a unified VET system that aligns with the
EQF and ensures the recognition of qualifications for all learners, including those
from vulnerable groups, thus combining high-quality education with inclusive
practices. The Hungarian VET policy also positions excellence and inclusion as
rather complementary, as it deals with a common goal to be achieved through the
promotion of both policy objectives: to meet the needs of the labour market and
provide the workforce necessary to sustain the economy. Latvia, Luxembourg and
Slovakia similarly emphasise that excellence and inclusion are complementary,
focusing on improving the quality of VET while ensuring it is accessible to all
learners, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. This is also the case
in Slovenia, where aspects of inclusion (beyond the traditional target groups of
minorities and people with special needs) have been given more attention at all
levels in recent years. Malta, through Malta College of Arts, Science and
Technology, offers high-quality VET courses to students of diverse backgrounds,
aiming to help each student reach their potential. In Norway and Sweden,
excellence and inclusion are also seen as complementary and a strong emphasis
is put on inclusive policies, while in the United Kingdom, the two objectives are
reconciled by ensuring that excellent education is accessible to all, with additional
support available for those who need it. Overall, these countries demonstrate that
vocational excellence and inclusion can be pursued together to enhance both the
quality of VET and its accessibility to all learners.

In some other countries (e.g. Austria, Belgium, Croatia), the goals of
vocational excellence and inclusion are also seen as rather complementary, but
they are rarely combined in the same policy documents. In Austria, while many
policies emphasise inclusion, fewer focus equally on vocational excellence.
However, broader strategies related to lifelong learning and digitalisation tend to
integrate both objectives. For example, the policy for higher VET aims for
vocational excellence by training high-level skilled workers, while also promoting
inclusion by offering advanced qualifications to individuals with a background
outside traditional higher education. In Belgium, vocational excellence and
inclusion are quite aligned. Vocational excellence is encouraged to motivate
students to pursue vocational training, while inclusion is promoted through the
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provision of alternative pathways, such as adult education, the validation of
informal learning and inclusive entrepreneurship projects funded by the European
Social Fund, for those who do not succeed in traditional training. In Croatia, VET
policies tend to separate the concepts of excellence and inclusion, with the latter
focusing mainly on supporting students with disabilities or from disadvantaged
backgrounds. However, the establishment of 25 regional competence centres in
2018 marked a shift, bringing vocational excellence and inclusion together by
combining high-quality VET with the inclusion of vulnerable groups, innovative
teaching methods and opportunities for vertical mobility and continued education.

In some countries (e.g. the Netherlands, Romania), policies related to
inclusion are usually not related to excellence, but policies related to excellence
are usually also related to inclusion. This unbalanced dynamic can, for example,
be observed in the Netherlands: while the policies relating to inclusion generally
have no reference to excellence, the policies that promote excellence in students
contain references to inclusion. Inclusive language and references to diversity are
usually part of policies on student excellence. This supports the notion that
excellence and inclusion are not competing or contradictory objectives. Inclusion
policies are designed to ensure that counselling and support to foster excellence
are available to all students (°’). Meanwhile, in Romania, VET policies that directly
target inclusion generally do not include aspects related to excellence. On the other
hand, VET policies that address excellence generally feature inclusion as an
important component of an excellent VET approach. In the case of broader VET
policies, both policy objectives are considered and seem to complement each
other. A strong example is the plan to develop regional consortia for dual VET that
promote both inclusion — by supporting VET students from disadvantaged groups
through free accommodation and transport — and excellence — by supporting VET
students to achieve higher qualifications up to EQF level 7.

There are also some cases (e.g. in Czechia, Italy, Poland) where the policy
objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion are promoted in the context of
different types of VET provision, which often creates tensions between the
objectives. In Czechia, vocational excellence and inclusion coexist in the VET
system due to a wide variety of institutions and qualifications. While some schools
focus on excellence and others on inclusion, political and academic discourse often
stigmatises VET as less promising, emphasising general or academic programmes
over vocational pathways. The dual focus of the system reflects the push for
excellence, as evidenced by the promotion of ‘inspiring practices’ in excellent VET
schools, but contrasting efforts to include marginalised students create a tension
between these goals. In France, the concepts of excellence and inclusion are

(*") See the statement on equal opportunities and inclusion (in Dutch) from MBO Raad.
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becoming increasingly intertwined, particularly as excellence is linked to the
relevance and quality of VET and the job opportunities it provides. The interaction
between inclusion and excellence varies by diploma level. For lower levels (EQF
levels 3 and 4), excellence focuses on improving pedagogy and content to support
academic success and labour market integration. For higher levels (EQF level 5
and above), excellence focuses on faster professional integration and better job
outcomes. In the Irish further education and training system, there is no clear
contradiction between excellence and inclusion, though excellence is not a central
policy focus. Further education and training aims to provide high-quality,
accessible education to all, reconciling the goals of inclusion and excellence by
opening pathways to higher education. However, the focus on inclusion in
apprenticeship strategies is less pronounced than the focus on excellence. In Italy,
the focus is shifting from merely supporting weaker students to promoting both
inclusion and the development of individual talents and excellence. This shift is
most evident in tertiary vocational education (i.e. ITS), which is benefiting from
reforms and funding, while secondary vocational education is still often seen as a
pathway for students at risk of dropping out. In Poland, VET policies complement
each other in terms of excellence and inclusion. While less talented students tend
to enrol in three-year basic vocational schools, the system provides solid support
for developing core competences. Ambitious students and schools have
opportunities to pursue additional qualifications or participate in skills contests,
ensuring that excellence does not clash with inclusion. In Portugal, the objectives
of inclusion and excellence are complementary at EQF levels 3 and 4, where VET
programmes focus on upskilling and reskilling. However, this complementarity is
less visible at EQF level 5, where VET is more oriented towards high-performing
and talented learners.

In other countries (e.g. Cyprus, Lithuania), excellence and inclusion also
appear to be complementary, but there is some lack of clarity around the
understanding of these concepts. In Lithuania, there is no conflict between the two
objectives. However, policy documents tend to be more specific and detailed about
measures related to vocational excellence, making this objective more visible.
Inclusion-related measures, though applicable to VET, are more generic and less
defined. Meanwhile, in Cyprus, vocational excellence and inclusion generally seem
to complement each other, especially thanks to recent efforts to integrate
excellence into an inclusion-oriented system. However, there is a need for clearer
objectives and processes to create a cohesive vision for the VET system. This
would involve better monitoring of both excellence and inclusion to inform policy
and practice effectively.
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In some countries (e.g. Denmark, Germany, Iceland), some degree of
contradiction has been identified between policy objectives related to vocational
excellence and inclusion. This is the case, for example, in Denmark, where in the
2000s, VET was tasked with including the ‘residual group’, which undermined the
prestige of VET programmes and increased the focus on higher education,
particularly science, technology, engineering and mathematics, for global
competitiveness. This created a divide in political priorities. Since 2014, efforts
have been made to restore the status of VET by shifting the responsibility for the
‘residual group’ to a separate preparatory education programme. The repeated
reforms in VET have created dilemmas, with policies oscillating their focus
between inclusion, attractiveness and catering to different target groups, and very
often ‘reforms tend to have multiple and contradictory effects’ and ‘unintended
consequences’ (Helms-Jargensen, 2023). In the context of discussing issues with
VET, the concept of ‘wicked problems’ should be considered; instead of just
focusing on VET policies and systems, it is necessary to take into account the
problem’s embedded interlinkages with wage structures, working conditions and
the hierarchy of professions and trades in the labour market, not to mention
lifestyles and life expectations. The complexity of these connections means the
problem cannot be addressed through VET policies alone (*®). In Germany,
although vocational excellence and inclusion generally seem to complement each
other, there are some contradictory elements, which are particularly visible with
regard to the image of VET. The dual VET system has traditionally been open to
diverse learners, and inclusion has improved over the years. However, there could
be a potential conflict between the promotion of vocational excellence to improve
the image of VET on the one hand and the increasing recognition of foreign
qualifications on the other. There are fears that recognising VET qualifications from
abroad could lower standards in VET in general, which in turn would not be
favourable to the image of VET. In Iceland, national VET policies on excellence
and inclusion are largely complementary, focusing primarily on supporting
vulnerable groups and learners with fewer opportunities. Complementarity is
particularly evident in the focus on developing transversal competences and the
recent reforms to work-based learning, which emphasise quality and learning
outcomes rather than the duration of training. These changes are expected to
improve both excellence and inclusion by reducing the number of dropouts and
increasing completion rates. However, there are some imbalances in how
excellence and inclusion are addressed, especially concerning curriculum content

(®® It was noted in the course of research that maybe the ‘wicked problem’ is finding a solution through
enhanced admission requirements to general upper-secondary education and a reduction in the number of
programmes at the higher education level. This seems to be the direction that education policies are taking
at the moment.
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and study pathways. Flexibility in study programmes has primarily benefited
marginalised groups, such as students with disabilities, and has not supported
advanced learning opportunities for high achievers. Pedagogical approaches and
funding, which focus more on inclusion than excellence, also contribute to this
imbalance.
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This first strand of the wider study offers exploratory insights into how vocational
excellence and inclusion have been addressed in national VET policies across 30
countries over time. While the lack of a universally accepted definition of these
concepts led to some variation in how national policy documents were interpreted
and analysed, the signals we identified provided a useful framework for exploring
these complex themes. The analysis of policy documents, together with
assessments by national experts, enabled us to gather informed perspectives on
national VET priorities, even though the limited selection of five documents per
country may not have captured the full spectrum of policy shifts and reforms over
the past 25 years. In addition, the diversity of language and terminology highlighted
the ways different countries approach vocational excellence and inclusion,
enriching the understanding of the variety of interpretations among national
contexts. Thus, the study revealed significant trends in how vocational excellence
and inclusion are conceptualised and pursued across countries.

This final chapter draws conclusions in relation to the research questions
(Section 5.1), discusses some lessons learned that may inform future
policymaking (Section 5.2) and provides an outlook for the next parts of the overall
study (Section 5.3).

5.1.  Findings and observations related to the research
questions

The first two research questions of the study focus on how the goals of excellence
and inclusion have been addressed in national policy documents over the past
25 years and the extent to which the priorities and objectives associated with these
goals are linked to changes in expectations with regard to learning outcomes or
the delivery of VET. The aspects of reforms, measures and instruments identified
in Chapter 4 are not all new, as they refer to recurring themes in European
countries (59); most of them have also been identified in other studies, including
in relation to changes over time. The report The future of vocational education and
training in Europe (Cedefop, 2023b), for example, also points to changes related
to the profile and nature of VET, such as a greater accentuation of general and
transversal skills, increased workplace learning, increased flexibility and more

(%%)  Many of these topics were also identified by Gordon (2015), for example, around 10 years ago when she
looked back on the (then) past 25 years of VET development in Europe.
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alternative pathways, strengthened links to higher education levels and the
increasing importance of CVET and lifelong learning. The aim of this research has
been to draw a ‘big picture’ of European VET developments to understand
strengths and weaknesses and to provide a better basis for future decisions. The
current research builds on and deepens the insights acquired by linking them to
the practical objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion. It is from this point
of view that the conclusions in relation to the research questions should be read.

5.1.1. How have the objectives of excellence and inclusion been addressed
in national policy documents over the past 25 years?
This section briefly summarises how the concepts of vocational excellence and
inclusion have been understood and promoted in the national VET policy
documents of the past 25 years. The research shows that the term ‘vocational
excellence’ is not frequently used: only half of the policy documents assessed as
having a strong focus on excellence make explicit reference to this term, with a
slight increase in frequency in the past 10—15 years. This would suggest a strong
link to the corresponding objectives communicated in EU policy documents
(Chapter 2). The actual term ‘inclusion’ is also not explicitly mentioned in all VET
policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion as a policy goal, despite more
documents being dedicated to this theme (5°). Therefore, this summary is mainly
based on the analysis of the subject signals identified in the policy documents and
the country experts’ justifications for their assessment that a policy document has
a strong focus on one of these objectives. In the following subsections, reference
is made firstly to the target groups addressed in the policy documents and secondly
to the signals at the institutional and national levels, which are regarded as implicit
references to the pursuit of the policy goals of vocational excellence and inclusion.

5.1.1.1. Vocational excellence

The policy documents related to vocational excellence that address high-
performing learners come from 18 countries. The target group in these policy
documents is referred to as talented or gifted learners, high-achieving or excellent
students (including those taking part in skills competitions) or highly skilled or
competent individuals (with a focus on developing advanced skills and career
progression, including highly skilled professionals being trained to a higher level).
Nevertheless, in most countries, the focus is not limited to high achievers or
exceptionally gifted individuals but covers varied groups, as vocational excellence

(®°)  However, it must be recognised that in most European countries, high-level policy documents have been
published that refer to concepts related to equity in education in general (European Commission, EACEA
& Eurydice, 2020).
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is more related to improving the overall quality of VET than to specific target
groups.

In the context of the provider level or the national level, the terms ‘high quality’,
‘innovation’ and ‘modernisation’ (e.g. of the programmes, the curricula, the
infrastructure of the VET institutions) are frequently associated with the objectives
of vocational excellence. So is the aim of aligning VET programmes with the labour
market or industry needs to help students gain relevant, high-demand skills
(including entrepreneurship) for the job market. These excellence-related activities
particularly involve the development of strong partnerships with businesses to
improve the quality and relevance of VET (e.g. by enhancing work-based learning).
In recent years, this has extended to the creation of CoVEs (') to drive innovation,
applied research and industry partnerships (e.g. in Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus,
France, Malta, Slovakia, Spain, the United Kingdom), some specialised VET
institutions or resource centres (e.g. in Luxembourg, Romania) or sectoral expert
councils (e.g. in Latvia). An emphasis is also often placed on developing human
resources and particularly on enhancing the standards of teacher or in-company
trainer education and training and CPD (e.g. in Estonia, Lithuania, Romania, the
United Kingdom). In some countries, the promotion of vocational excellence is also
linked to the development of ‘higher VET’ offerings or a new ‘higher VET’ sector
(e.g. in Austria, Italy, Norway).

While the measures mentioned above are intended to benefit all VET learners
as far as possible and therefore appear to be based on a broader understanding
of vocational excellence, in some cases specific measures are in place that relate
to a particular target group. They often aim to create dedicated pathways and
opportunities for high-performing learners, such as measures for VET students
aiming for higher education in Estonia, ‘pathways for excellence’ programmes in
France, the possibility for high-achieving students of following individualised study
programmes that enable them to achieve more advanced learning outcomes in
Iceland. Other measures at the individual level include scholarships (e.g. in
Poland) and skills competitions (e.g. in Austria, Finland, France, Poland).

5.1.1.2. Inclusion

The policy documents analysed either emphasise certain ideals or principles
related to the promotion of equity in VET (or more generally in education) or focus
on specific groups facing inequalities or barriers in access to VET. The analysis of
the VET policy documents and the additional information provided by national

(®") This development needs to be explored further, as progress in the promotion of CoVEs has not been
sufficiently captured by the analysis of national VET policy documents. Relevant activities could be included
in more practical plans or promoted by encouraging participation in Erasmus+ projects.
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experts show that ‘disadvantaged or vulnerable learners’ are the target group most
frequently referred to in relation to inclusion in VET. This group includes those
facing socioeconomic challenges, those from rural backgrounds, those at risk of
social, economic and educational exclusion and NEETs. Very often, these policies
also refer to learners with special needs or disabilities, low-skilled or ‘weaker’
learners and those at risk of dropping out (e.g. low-performing students or those
with poorer academic results), ethnic minorities (e.g. Roma), migrants (including
refugees) and adults needing reskilling or upskilling. In some cases, it can be
observed that the scope of the target group of disadvantaged people has expanded
over the years. For example, in Czechia, the understanding of target groups in
schools has expanded from pupils with disabilities to include ethnic minorities
(especially Roma), people with social disadvantages and, more recently, people
with geographical disadvantages and refugees from Ukraine. If a specific target
group is addressed or focused on in a country’s policy documents at a certain time,
this seems to reflect the current issues and challenges in the country’s context.

A broader understanding of inclusion was also identified in some countries’
policy documents. One example of this is Sweden, whose welfare values and
approach traditionally emphasise support for diversity and the accessibility of
education for all, regardless of background, socioeconomic status or gender. From
this perspective, education must be accessible to all and students should receive
the support they need; there should be no ‘dead ends’ in the education system and
everyone should be able to fulfil their potential. In other countries, a broader
understanding of inclusion and the profile of the target group has developed over
time. In Austria, for example, earlier policies related to inclusion often refer to the
provision of vocational training for people with SEN or support needs (focusing on
‘integration’), while later policies more often reflect a broader understanding and
refer to individual needs in general.

The inclusion of disadvantaged groups at the provider or national level is
commonly promoted by providing direct support through social mechanisms,
tailored programmes (e.g. reducing theoretical coursework in favour of practical
training in Hungary) and employability-focused initiatives. More specifically, this
includes ensuring access to VET for those facing barriers, such as students with
disabilities, creating flexible pathways for VET, particularly for adults and
immigrants (e.g. in Norway), the validation of non-formal and informal learning (e.g.
in Belgium, Bulgaria, Iceland, Latvia) and individualised guidance and other
support services (e.g. in Bulgaria, Spain). In some cases, there are attempts to
enhance inclusion through digitalisation and modernised educational
infrastructures or through implementing early warning systems and interventions
for preventing early school leaving and dropouts (e.g. in Slovakia).
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In the policy documents that reflect a broader understanding of inclusion, the
promotion of inclusion focuses on ensuring access to VET for all (e.g. in Ireland),
providing flexible and high-quality educational pathways for all learners regardless
of their background or socioeconomic status (e.g. in Denmark, Finland), removing
barriers and ensuring that educational systems are adaptable and inclusive for all.
These policies generally emphasise continued learning opportunities throughout
life (e.g. in Luxembourg) and ensure that all students receive the support they need
to succeed (e.g. in Austria).

5.1.2. To what extent have priorities and objectives linked to excellence and

inclusion triggered and influenced reforms and practical policies?
The analysis of the policy documents shows that these countries are working
towards excellence and inclusion using various means and instruments. The policy
documents set out intended changes and activities that can be linked to the goals
of excellence and inclusion, that is, they were identified as signals for the pursuit
of these objectives or are explicitly geared towards them.

Changes related to the delivery of VET are promoted in almost all the
documents analysed, and those dealing with the provision of flexible and individual
learning opportunities and career guidance can be linked to both policy objectives.
In policy documents with a strong focus on vocational excellence, individual
learning opportunities relate to providing new specialisations, using technology to
personalise the learning experience, strengthening workplace learning and
facilitating learners’ mobility. Further, the modernisation of infrastructure or
equipment is indicated, as are overall changes to VET institutions, including the
establishment of CoVEs. Career guidance or mentoring services to support
students through various stages of their educational and career journeys are also
frequently mentioned. Policy documents with a strong focus on inclusion
particularly emphasise flexible and personalised pathways (e.g. bridging or
second-chance programmes) and pedagogical approaches that support
individualisation. Further, the adaptation of teaching and learning to the individual
needs of specific vulnerable or disadvantaged target groups (and to the needs of
all learners over time) is promoted. Finally, personalised and lifelong learning
guidance is frequently mentioned, with a strong emphasis on various support
provisions.

Changes related to the content of VET curricula (i.e. changes in learning
outcome expectations emphasising transversal or occupational competences) are
less frequently promoted in the policy documents analysed (only in about two
thirds). However, this must also be understood against the background of the
development noted in previous research, which points to ‘evidence of a trend

120



VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

towards general and/or transversal skills but there are also counter examples and
often advances in one direction turn out to be like a pendulum that swings back’
(Cedefop, 2023b, p. 59). The following observations can be made. A strong focus
on vocational excellence (38 %) is accompanied by a strengthening of components
relating to general education and transversal and occupational competences (°2).
Transversal competences focus on the development of digital and critical thinking
skills and also social and personal skills that are important for social and
professional inclusion, including entrepreneurship, innovation and research.
Regarding occupational competences, reference is repeatedly made to improving
responsiveness to the needs of the labour market in general. In the case of a strong
focus on inclusion (45 %) in policy documents, the development of key
competences and basic skills is emphasised, while references to strengthening
occupational competences tend to be more general (e.g. ‘meeting the demands of
working life’).

In this part of the study, it was possible to touch only briefly on the sub-
questions relating to the impact of these policies on resource allocation and
distribution and their influence on sectoral policies.

(a) It can be assumed that the changes promoted in the policy documents
analysed have (at least to some extent) affected resource allocation and
distribution. However, the data collected do not support definitive conclusions
about the extent of this impact, as only a few policy documents contain
information on funding lines. However, even if specific budget figures are given,
it cannot be concluded to what extent a reallocation or redistribution of financial
resources is associated with this or serves to promote either vocational
excellence or inclusion more strongly (thus taking budgetary resources away
from the pursuit of the other policy objective). One question that future studies
could address is the extent to which ‘needs-based funding’ is applied (e.g.
whether the VET schools that strive for inclusion and/or excellence receive
more funding and from whom).

(b) In most policy documents analysed, the sectoral focus does not play a
significant role: they refer to the VET sector as a whole or to a wider area and
make little reference to specific economic sectors. Still, these policy documents
have led to the development of specific sectoral policies or the implementation
of specific sectoral measures to pursue the overarching goals of vocational
excellence and/or inclusion in a particular sector.

(®3) The previous Cedefop report on the future of VET observed such curriculum changes over time and
understood this as reflecting ‘the claim that VET should also prepare for higher and further education’
(Cedefop, 2023b, p. 61).
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5.1.3. To what extent do policies on excellence and inclusion contradict or
complement each other?

The sample of policy documents analysed includes a higher share with a strong
focus on inclusion. The analysis of policy documents further shows that most of
them do not exclusively focus on one or the other objective. Even when they are
assessed as having strong relevance to or prioritising one of the objectives, usually
the other objective is also addressed to some extent. This is an indication that both
goals are high on the agenda in the 30 countries examined and confirms that a
dual role or dual objective is repeatedly being attributed to VET (as suggested in
Section 2.1).

When it comes to the extent to which aspects of vocational excellence or
inclusion have been emphasised since 2000, different trends can be identified. The
number of countries that consistently place a stronger emphasis on inclusion in
policy documents is higher. However, there are also many countries where there
has been an increased focus (to varying degrees) on vocational excellence over
the past 10 years. This can be linked to the Riga conclusions (2015), which, among
other things, stressed the need not to neglect the promotion of vocational
excellence in favour of the goal of making VET more inclusive.

In addition, a more balanced approach to pursuing these policy objectives
simultaneously has been observed in a number of countries since 2000.
Meanwhile, in other countries, there has only recently been an increased focus on
both objectives. These developments must be seen in the overall context of the
VET system in question, of which only a part and a specific period have been
considered in this study.

For most countries, the policy objectives of vocational excellence and
inclusion are assessed by country experts as being rather complementary.
Countries sometimes also use the same instruments to pursue both goals. For
example, providing high-quality VET that is accessible for all learners, aligning VET
with labour market needs and offering flexible and individualised learning pathways
seem to benefit both objectives.

In some cases, excellence and inclusion are seen as complementary but are
pursued through different policy mechanisms. For instance, policies aimed at
achieving excellence may focus on raising the standards of teaching, improving
school infrastructure or increasing investments in areas like technology and
curriculum development. On the other hand, inclusion policies may focus on
providing support for disadvantaged learners, such as those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds, students with disabilities or individuals at risk of
dropping out. Although these measures are not always brought together in a single
framework or policy document, they share a common goal: to create an equitable

122


https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/document-library-docs/riga-conclusions.pdf

VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

and high-quality VET environment. For example, a country may invest in CoVEs
that promote high educational standards (e.g. with a focus on state-of-the-art
equipment and regional and international cooperation) while taking measures to
ensure that these programmes are accessible to disadvantaged or vulnerable
groups of learners through bridging courses or targeted support services.

In some contexts, the focus on one objective may unintentionally undermine
the other, particularly where policies do not explicitly integrate both goals. There
are also cases that show how difficult it is to pursue both objectives at the same
time. For example, the combination of policy measures related to inclusion and
vocational excellence is sometimes used with the aim of attracting more learners
to VET (see Box 28). Given the fact that the image of VET in some countries is
rather poor (Billett, 2020; Cedefop, 2017) (and this perception is quite persistent),
specific efforts to provide disadvantaged or vulnerable learners with access to VET
or to fast-track students through VET programmes to increase completion rates
may further undermine the reputation and perceived value of VET.

Overall, the extent to which policies on vocational excellence and inclusion
complement or contradict each other depends on policy design and
implementation, but also on how these objectives are conceptualised and
understood. If a broader understanding is used at the national level, as advocated
in EU policy documents in recent years, then these concepts are understood as
mutually encompassing or even mutually dependent or reinforcing. Finally, it
seems the concept of ‘inclusive excellence’ in VET, which has been emphasised
in recent discourse (see Section 2.4), has yet to find its way into national policies,
as it was not addressed in the policy documents analysed. This is something that
will need to be considered in terms of future policy development.

52. Lessons learned for future policymaking

The policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion are expected to remain
pivotal in the coming years, particularly in light of the significant challenges facing
Europe. These challenges encompass the rapidly changing environment,
technological developments, the green and digital transitions, the demands of an
ageing workforce, the necessity of addressing migration while managing related
societal concerns and the persistence or exacerbation of socioeconomic
inequalities. To meet these challenges, it is strongly emphasised that Europe must
remain competitive, ensuring productivity growth and innovation while preserving
the values of equity and social inclusion (European Commission, 2024). Von der
Leyen (2024), in Europe’s Choice: Political guidelines for the next European
Commission 2024-2029, also highlights the need to ensure the EU’s
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competitiveness, prosperity and fairness, outlining the plan to establish a ‘union of
skills’ and stressing the importance of embedding lifelong learning into education
and careers. It can be assumed that vocational excellence and inclusion — or even
‘inclusive excellence’ — will feature as important objectives in the planned
European strategy for VET. As the concept of ‘inclusive excellence’ is currently
strongly promoted in EU and international education policy, it is important to ensure
that related national policies — that reflect political, economic and social priorities
and principles at a given time — are put into practice.

5.2.1. What lessons can be learned from this exploratory study with regard
to informing future policymaking?

The research points to the benefits of a complementary pursuit of vocational
excellence and inclusion. These two objectives should be understood as mutually
reinforcing. Inclusion, when viewed through the lens of equity and as a means of
addressing the unique needs of all learners, must also encompass high-achieving
or exceptionally talented students. Conversely, vocational excellence cannot thrive
in an environment that excludes certain groups, as such an elitist approach risks
deepening social and economic disparities. Policies should treat inclusion and
excellence as two sides of the same coin, fostering an environment where every
learner, regardless of their abilities, can flourish and succeed in their own way.

The results of the study show that policy documents place greater emphasis
on inclusion and vulnerable groups than on excellence. This could be the reason
why VET is seen in some contexts as a second choice and safety net in education
and therefore sometimes has a less favourable image. However, a balanced
approach in VET policies is key to achieving both excellence and inclusion, even
though a specific focus on certain target groups may be necessary at different
phases. Policies should be flexible enough to adjust the focus as needed,
depending on the phase or circumstances, ensuring that neither vocational
excellence nor inclusion is sidelined.

The key to the success of the joint pursuit of vocational excellence and
inclusion lies in its practical implementation. In adopting a practical approach,
policymakers must always ask the question, ‘What should excellence and inclusion
or inclusive excellence in VET be pursued in relation to?’ The three-perspective
model used in this study can help policymakers choose intended change
processes. It is useful for not losing sight of the essential aspects of excellence
and inclusion and reflecting on the extent to which they are sufficiently considered
in policies or need to be emphasised. Therefore, the three-perspective model also
contributes to understanding ‘inclusive excellence in VET as a framework that
takes into account all components and aspects of VET.
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Research shows that certain interventions can serve both goals, but it is
essential to reflect on whether the measures being used really promote both of
them effectively. Of course, focusing on both policy objectives at the same time
adds complexity. As the literature (Chapter 2) and the analysis of policy documents
(Section 4.3.3) show, the emphasis on flexible and individualised educational
pathways, for example, is linked to both objectives. Previous research has shown
that various efforts have been made in this regard in European countries in recent
years and ‘that the degree of choice for learners has increased over time’
(Cedefop, 2023b, p. 52). However, the question is whether all learners can benefit
from increased choice or whether it is more beneficial for those following
programmes at higher levels of education (since the more autonomy VET providers
have, the higher the level of choice tends to be) (Cedefop, 2023b, p. 53). The
validation of non-formal and informal learning is also promoted as a means of
supporting flexible and individualised educational pathways. Related measures are
often intended to support low-skilled or disadvantaged learners but are in fact
under-utilised by these same groups, making it difficult to reach those most in need
(European Commission, 2020, p. 50). Thus, constant reflection is needed on the
intended and unintended consequences of policies, whether the measures aimed
at the objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion are effective and, if not,
what needs to be changed or what accompanying interventions are required.

Realising the policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion requires
an enabling environment, including relevant laws, strategies and programmes, but
also long-term commitment and coordination across different policy areas. In
addition, appropriate resources and (support) structures must be in place to
implement the relevant measures, as must monitoring and evaluation systems to
assess their effectiveness.

Encouraging cross-national peer learning among policymakers and
stakeholders can contribute to a better understanding of how to operationalise
these concepts. This can also lead to the analysis and sharing of good practices
on how to combine vocational excellence and inclusion in a balanced and effective
way. Successful examples from one context can inspire innovative solutions in
another, ensuring continuous improvement towards ‘inclusive excellence’ in VET.
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List of abbreviations

CoVE Centre of Vocational Excellence

CPD continuing professional development

CVET continuing vocational education and training

ESA European Skills Agenda

ENE European Training Foundation Network for Excellence

EQAVET European Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training

EQF European qualifications framework

ETF European Training Foundation

EUX Erhvervsfaglig studentereksamen i forbindelse med
erhvervsuddannelse (Vocational education programme qualifying
for access to higher education)

FET Further Education and Training (Ireland)

ILO International Labour Organization

ISATCOVE International Self-Assessment Tool for Centres of Vocational
Excellence

ISCED International Standard Classification of Education

ITS istituti tecnici superiori (higher technical institutes)

IVET initial vocational education and training

LLL lifelong learning

MCAST Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology

NEET not in education, employment or training

NOKUT Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education

NQF national qualifications framework

PPP public private partnerships

RCC Regional Centres of Competence (Croatia)

SEN special educational needs

SMEs small and medium-sized enterprises

STEM science, technology, engineering, mathematics

UN United Nations

VET vocational education and training
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Annexes

Annex 1.
Proposed key elements of excellence in VET

VET features Remarks

Multi-level Leadership and coordination at national level deployed with delegated
governance functions to lowest levels (sector, regional/local, and provider) to align VET
to local economic development (smart specialisation approaches). Public
Private Partnerships (PPPs): Sector Councils/Alliances operate to unite
training institutions, enterprises and professional organisations to participate
in VET (e.g. designing curricula, occupational standards etc.). Measuring
performance of VET systems (including teachers and learners). VET
schools: increased autonomy, financial sustainability and accountability.

Quality Assured and Managed: Quality Assurance (Q.A) frameworks are available
(quality recognised, rewarded). Quality of teaching and trainers and
professional recognition of VET teachers is a reality. VET standards:
continuously improved.

Relevance Qualifications and curricula are up to date. Innovation, creativity, problem
solving, and entrepreneurship are integral part of VET — multidisciplinary-
curricula.

Effectiveness Delivery of skills modernised according to demand needs and —new learning

methods. Mechanisms for early identification of skill needs are in place.

Employability Vocational skills fit to real working world: economy, employers and
employees’ benefit. Policy labs (incubators) support job-creation and
startups.

Flexibility All type of learning counts and no dead ends: VET system-enabling

permeability with other educational offers, developing cycles of tertiary
qualifications (e.g. two years).

Lifelong learning A comprehensive qualifications framework is operational for all ages and
backgrounds. CVET policies are in place for upgrading, updating, acquiring
new skills (etc.) and companies (SMEs) profit it.

Image VET parity of esteem to become optimal option for learners and society.
Guidance and Counselling policies feed into VET public services.

Innovation VET public policies and communities are embedded in a culture of innovation
and creativity based on permanent delivery of -new- curricula, pedagogic
and teaching practices, technological capacity of VET providers, effective
networks and partnerships, and granting good governance and performance
of VET system and learning pathways. VET generates value for individuals,
society and employers. Innovation hubs are institutionalised.

Source: Arribas (2020, pp. 63—64).
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Annex 2.
Dimensions of and criteria for vocational excellence
used in ISATCOVE

Dimension 1: Criteria for teaching and learning

1.

10.

Skills provision is relevant and responsive to the labour market and to social
needs.

Lifelong learning, transition and progression are supported in an inclusive and
comprehensive manner.

Enables green transition and operates sustainably.

Provides relevant digital skills: coding and programming; key digital
competences and digital skills related to academic subjects and vocational
occupations.

Teachers and learners integrate digital and on-line learning into teaching,
learning and assessment in all environments and programmes in accordance
with their needs.

Includes and engages all learners and potential learners in all of its activities
and communities, and acts to remove barriers, compensate for disadvantage
and to adapt and tailor curriculum and teaching to support success for all;
Provides careers education and guidance to all potential and current learners,
explicitly addressing careers stereotypes and tailoring support to individual and
group need.

Curricula are renewed, developed and modified to take account of
international, national and local needs of employers and learners.

Teachers and trainers have mastered a wide range of pedagogies, learning
resources, methods of assessment and educational technologies for VET and
they collaborate to improve and innovate teaching and learning throughout the
CoVE.

Recognises, validates, valorises and documents learning and skills, wherever
and whenever they are acquired, applied or assessed.

Dimension 2: Criteria for partnership and coordination

1.

Collaborates sustainably and effectively with enterprises to design, deliver
and improve training and skills acquisition.

Collaborates with SMEs to provide them with tailor-made skills, support,
services and expertise.
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Teaches enterprise competences to all and entrepreneurship is facilitated
extensively in partnership with other organisations.

Collaborates with enterprises and innovation/technology/research centres to
conduct, apply and diffuse innovation and research.

Collaborates internationally to provide skills, develop resources, staff and
curriculum with international value.

Collaborates with other organisations to raise awareness and attractiveness
of VET.

Collaborates with other skills providers and educational organisations to
develop and share resources, provide skills, staff and curriculum and to
develop as a learning organisation.

Dimension 3: Criteria for governance and funding

1.

Exercises sufficient autonomy to fulfil its own mission, exercising governance
and leadership that fully engage all stakeholders at all levels.

Engages actively in the development of local, national and international skills
systems.

Jointly creates and coordinates a skills ecosystem with a strategic approach
to innovation, smart specialisation and socio-economic development.
Funding needs for all activities are met from multiple sources in a sustainable,
transparent and fully accountable manner.

Infrastructure, technology, learning accommodation and other resources
reflect those of corresponding industries and professions for which skills are
being developed.

Develops strategically, inclusively and systematically as a learning
organisation, making use of feedback and review and employing quality
assurance mechanisms in line with EQAVET principles.
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Annex 3.
National experts
Country Name
Austria Karin Luomi-Messerer
Belgium Sofie Cabus
Bulgaria Mariya Dzhengozova
Croatia Marija Pavkov
Cyprus Charalambos Vrasidas
Czechia Dominik Dvorak
Denmark Pia Seidler Cort
Estonia Meril Umarik
Finland Maarit Virolainen
France Vincent Joseph
Germany Philipp Grollmann
Greece Nefeli Dimopoulou
Hungary Magdolna Benke
Iceland Maria Kristin Gylfadottir
Ireland Andrew McCoshan
Italy Francesco Magni
Latvia Baiba Ramina
Lithuania Lina Vaitkuté
Luxembourg Jo Noesen
Malta Suzanne Gatt
Netherlands Simon Broek
Norway Torgeir Nyen
Poland Horacy Debowski
Andreia Monteiro
Portugal Maria Miguel Rodrigues
Pedro Costa
Romania Dana Stroie
Slovakia Juraj Vantuch
Slovenia Tomaz Dezelan
Spain Elena Quintana Murci
Francisca Salva Mut
Sweden Marianne Teras
Norway Torgeir Nyen
Iceland Maria Kristin Gylfadéttir

United Kingdom

Andrew McCoshan
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Annex 4.
Additional tables from the research

Table 12.  Types of policy documents

Policy document group ‘ Policy document type Share (%)
All (n = 150) Regulation/legislation 45
Strategy / action plan 42
Other policy document 13
With high relevance to Regulation/legislation 38
excellence (n = 37) Strategy / action plan 54
Other policy document 8
With high relevance to inclusion | Regulation/legislation 51
(n=33) Strategy / action plan 34
Other policy document 15
With high relevance to both Regulation/legislation 33
excellence and inclusion Strategy / action plan 54
(n=39) Other policy document 13

Source: Authors, based on country research.

Table 13.  Availability of dedicated funding lines

Policy document group Dedicated funding line
EVETIEL][2)
All (n = 150) Yes 35
No 37
Not known 28
With high relevance to Yes 26
excellence (n = 37) No 40
Not known 34
With high relevance to inclusion | Yes 46
(n=53) No 32
Not known 22
With high relevance to both Yes 46
excellence and inclusion No 36
(n=239) Not known 18

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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For more than one quarter of the policy documents (42 out of 150), information
on the existence of a specific funding line was not available (53).

Table 14.  Scope of policy documents

Policy document group ‘ Scope ‘ Share (%)
All (n = 150) Entire VET system 35
Beyond the VET system 42
Part of the VET system 23
With high relevance to Entire VET system 43
excellence (n = 37) Beyond the VET system 22
Part of the VET system 35
With high relevance to Entire VET system 24
inclusion (n = 53) Beyond the VET system 53
Part of the VET system 23
With high relevance to both Entire VET system 54
excellence and inclusion Beyond the VET system 33
(n=39) Part of the VET system 13

Source: Authors, based on country research.

Table 15.  Validity of policy documents

Policy document group Validity status Share (%)
All (n = 150) Yes, still valid 74
No, cancelled or expired 23
Not known 3
With high relevance to Yes, still valid 67
excellence (n = 37) No, cancelled or expired 30
Not known 3
With high relevance to Yes, still valid 77
inclusion (n = 53) No, cancelled or expired 19
Not known 4
With high relevance to both Yes, still valid 67
excellence and inclusion No, cancelled or expired 31
(n=39) Not known 2

Source: Authors, based on country research.

(%) ‘No’ was indicated if it was clear that there was no specific funding line; ‘not known’ was indicated if this
could not be determined from the documents analysed.
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When we take a closer look at the validity of the policy documents examined,
the data show that three quarters of them remain valid to date (111 documents),
while 35 have been cancelled or expired (corresponding to 23 %). The share of
policy documents cancelled or expired is lower among those with a strong focus
on inclusion only than among those with a strong focus on excellence or on both
objectives (19 % compared with 30 %). This suggests that policies with a strong
focus on inclusion tend to have a longer period of validity.

Table 16. Types of intended changes by decade

No of
Impact Impact policy
type subcategory docum
ents
Content 98 19 (19 %) 47 (48 %) 32 (33 %)
Igf:s(‘e’gﬁgés 66 21 % 47 % 32%
?é’;‘é‘;?é‘r‘]’é‘:; 66 18 % 50 % 32%
Other content- 28 25 % 43 % 32%
related impact
Delivery 143 26 (18 %) 69 (48 %) 48 (34 %)
Modularisation /
partial 56 30 % 39 % 30 %
qualification
New
programme/pat 89 24 % 45 % 31 %
hway
:sgg%%%ca' 74 19 % 49 % 32%
Suuri‘gf‘)’r‘tce and 83 16 % 49 % 35 %
Other delivery- o o o
related impact 41 10% 46 % 44 %
Other 30 3 (10 %) 13 (43 %) 14 (47 %)
gzggzeof all policy documents by 18 % 49 % 339,

NB: Policy documents can belong to more than one subcategory within each main category.
Source: Authors, based on country research.

148



VET excellence and inclusion for 215t century
Mapping national VET objectives and priorities

Table 17. Rating scale scores in relation to relevance to excellence and inclusion

by country
" Relevance to excellence — Relevance to inclusion —
maximum value for any maximum value for any
one policy document one policy document
Austria 3 5
Belgium 5 5
Bulgaria 5 4
Croatia 5 5
Cyprus 5 5
Czechia 5 5
Denmark 5 5
Estonia 5 5
Finland 5 5
France 5 5
Germany 5 4
Greece 5 5
Hungary 5 5
Iceland 5 5
Ireland 4 5
Italy 5 5
Latvia 5 5
Lithuania 5 5
Luxembourg 5 4
Malta 5 5
Netherlands 4 5
Norway 4 4
Poland 5 4
Portugal 5 5
Romania 5 5
Slovakia 5 5
Slovenia 5 5
Spain 4 5
Sweden 3 5
United Kingdom 5 5

NB: Policy documents were rated on a scale of 1 (no relevance) to 5 (strong relevance) based on their
relevance to the objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion.

Source: Authors, based on country research.
Norway is the only country without a policy document rated 5. Austria and

Sweden do not have a policy document rated higher than 3 in terms of relevance
to vocational excellence.

149



Annexes

Table 18.  Number of documents with relevance to policy objectives by country

Number of documents
High High Explicit Explicit

relevance to relevance reference reference to
excellence to to inclusion
inclusion excellence

w
o

Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria
Croatia
Cyprus
Czechia
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
United Kingdom
Total

Number of countries (out of
30) with policy documents in 23 26
each category
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NB: High relevance is defined as a rating of 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale.
Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Table 19. Examples of types of references to excellence and aspects addressed
in policy documents
Ye Cou Relevance Title of policy Reference
ar ntry document (?)
Individual level
20 | Cze | EX (moderate | Plan of supporting the Support for giftedness
14 | chia | focus on IN) development of talent and
care for the gifted for the
period 2014—2020
20 | Unit | EX (moderate | Post-16 skills plan The need for students to have an
16 | ed focus on IN) ‘excellent grounding’ equivalent to
King that required to access higher
dom academic qualifications at age 16
20 | Fra IN (moderate Modernising IVET Successful integration of young
19 | nce | focus on EX) people trained through IVET
20 | Pola | EX (moderate | Integrated skills strategy Highly talented learners (not
19 | nd focus on IN) specific to VET)
20 | Ro EX (moderate | Educated Romania Reaching the maximum potential of
21 man | focus on IN) each student
ia
Institutional level
20 | Unit | EX (moderate | Further Education: CoVEs
06 | ed focus on IN) Raising skills, improving
King life chances
dom
20 | Net | Both Quality arrangements Stimulating  excellence  (most
16 herl 2015 frequent  explicity = mentioned
and theme in the document, which
S focuses on the improvement of
VET in general)
20 Ro Both Romanian education and Improving  vocational  training
16 | man training strategy for 2016— | quality
ia 2020
20 | Cro | EX Amendments to the VET Regional centres of competence as
18 atia Act places of excellence in VET,
where, in addition to the basic
activity of vocational education, the
centres organise training, further
development and other activities
that contribute to improving the
quality of VET and its adaptation to
the needs of the economy and the
labour market
20 | Malt | Both MCAST strategic plan for | Upgrading IT infrastructure to
18 | a 2019-2021: ‘Inclusion — enhance teaching and learning;
excellence — equity’ maximising the benefits of IT
innovations; ensuring well-trained
staff and efficient administrative
functions; focusing on sustained
quality improvement; working with
international awarding bodies for
the continued relevance of the
study programmes offered
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Ye Cou Relevance Title of policy Reference
ar ntry document (?)
20 | Slov | Both National programme for Systemic  support of supra-
18 | akia the development of company training centres and
education centres of excellence in VET;
Implementation plan of higher-quality and more attractive
the national programme VET
for the development of
education and training:
Strategic policy framework
for the system of
education and vocational
training at all levels for the
years 20242026
20 | Finl | EX ‘Aiming for excellence — Quality management in VET,;
19 | and Quality strategy for continuous improvement towards
vocational education and excellence by 2030
training for 2030’
20 | Fra | EX Trades and qualifications Excellence label that is intended to
19 | nce campuses excellence distinguish trades and
label — National terms of qualifications ~ campuses  that
reference for awarding or | address strategic socioeconomic
renewing the label challenges
20 | Gre | Both Law No 4763 on the Enhancing quality and excellence
20 | ece national vocational in VET through the model VET
education system — schools (Pepals) and experiential
Reforming VET and thematic VET centres
governance
20 | Icel | Both Iceland education policy References to excellence practices
20 | and until 2030 (e.g. developing innovators,
excellence in learning delivery,
transversal competences and
values to enable students to excel
in a professional context,
incorporating
societal/technological changes into
delivery/pedagogy, strengthening
guidance counselling and ensuring
efficient use of funds)
20 | Latv | Both National development Strengthening vocational
20 |ia plan for Latvia for 2021— education institutions as
2027 specialised centres of excellence
and innovation, especially in the
areas of smart specialisation, by
creating flexible adult education
offers; promoting interinstitutional
and international cooperation; and
introducing new technologies
20 | Bulg | Both Strategic framework for Development of centres of
21 aria the development of excellence (high achievement) in
education, training and VET on a territorial and/or sectoral
learning in the Republic of | basis
Bulgaria
20 | Latv | Both Guidelines for the Highly qualified, competent and
21 ia development of education: | excellence-oriented educators and

Future skills for the future
society 2021-2027

academic staff
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Ye Cou Relevance Title of policy Reference
ar ntry document (?)
20 | Malt | EX (moderate | MFHEA national strategic | Making vocational education more
21 a focus on IN) plan for 2022-2030 responsive to technological
developments and  promoting
excellence in the provision of
innovative technical and tertiary
vocational education
20 | Nor | EX Further growth and Stimulating excellence; plan to
21 way enhanced quality — establish centres for vocational
Strategy for tertiary excellence
vocational education
20 | Ro EX (moderate | Educated Romania Excellence in teaching through
21 man | focus on IN) stimulating best-practice models
ia among teaching staff
20 | Slov | Both Lifelong learning and Centres of excellence in VET
21 akia counselling strategy for
2021-2030
2022-2024 action plan
20 | Gre | Both Strategic plan for VET, Promoting excellence, research
22 | ece lifelong learning and youth | and innovation in teaching in VET
for 2022-2024
20 | Spai | IN (moderate Organic Law 3/2022 of Establishing a network of centres
22 |n focus on EX) 31 March 2002 on the of excellence in vocational training
organisation and (centres specialised in innovation,
integration of vocational applied research and active
training entrepreneurship in each industry
sector)
VET system level
20 | Hun | Both Government of the Training and upskilling the highly
05 | gary Hungarian Republic’s skilled workforce needed for the
strategy on lifelong widespread  establishment  of
learning innovative and knowledge-
intensive sectors
20 | Malt | Both National vocational National initiatives in view of the
15 | a education and training Bruges communiqué ‘Fostering the
policy excellence, quality and relevance
of both IVET and CVET’; reference
to promoting the country’s VET
institutions as centres of
excellence for foreign students;
providing a VET option for level 6 in
all areas of study
20 | Cro | Both VET system development | Strengthening the excellence and
16 | atia programme for 2016— attractiveness of VET
2020
20 | Unit | EX (moderate | Post-16 skills plan VET as a distinctive, prestigious,
16 | ed focus on IN) high-quality track in its own right
King and a positive, informed choice
dom
20 | Fra | EX Trades and qualifications Aiming for a sense of pride in and
19 | nce campuses excellence a change of the image of IVET
label — National terms of
reference for awarding or
renewing the label
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Ye Cou Relevance Title of policy Reference

ar ntry document (?)

20 | Malt | EX MCAST strategic plan for | Making vocational education more

21 a 2022-2027: ‘A community | responsive to technological
for all’ developments and  promoting

excellence in the provision of
innovative technical and tertiary
vocational education

20 | Ger | EX (moderate | Excellence initiative for Attractive offers and quality
22 man | focus on IN) VET innovative programmes in VET and
y CVET
20 | Spai | IN (moderate Organic Law 3/2022 of Converting VET into training for
22 |n focus on EX) 31 March 2002 on the excellence through collaboration
organisation and between training centres and
integration of vocational companies
training

(®) Titles of documents were translated by country experts when there was no official translation available.

NB: ‘EX’ indicates a strong focus on vocational excellence, ‘IN’ a strong focus on inclusion and ‘both’ a strong
focus on both objectives. MCAST, Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology; MFHEA, Malta Further
and Higher Education Authority.

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Table 20.

Year Country " Relevance

Examples of types of references to inclusion and aspects addressed in

policy documents

Individual level

Title of policy
document (?)

Reference

2020 | Netherla | IN Strengthening the position | Preventing fines or other
nds of VET students measures against students
who have problems with the
administrative aspect of their
education and financial support
2022 | Spain IN Organic Law 3/2022 of Centrality of the person,
(moderate | 31 March 2002 on the promoting the maximum
focus on organisation and development of their capacities
EX) integration of vocational and avoiding any type of
training discrimination based on gender
or educational and social
vulnerability
Institutional level
2001 Czechia IN Strategy for the education | Creating an ‘inclusive climate’
(moderate | policy of the Czech in the schools and to achieve
focus on Republic up to 2030+ broader ‘inclusion’ of
EX) disadvantaged pupils in
mainstream schools
2022 | Croatia IN Amendments to the VET Inclusion of students in VET
Act curricula for acquiring
qualifications relevant to the
labour market
VET system level
1999 | Denmark | IN Act on the Amendment of | Inclusion of ‘weak learners’
(moderate | the Vocational Education
focus on Act, the Vocational
EX) Schools Act and the Act
on the Vocational Upper
Secondary Education for
Higher Commercial
Examination and Higher
Technical Examination
2000 | Ireland IN Learning for Life: White Equality of access, participation
paper on adult education and outcome for participants in
adult education
2003 | Austria IN Integrative IVET — 2003 Integrative VET
amendment to the
Vocational Training Act
2005 | Hungary | Both Government of the Ensuring equal opportunities
Hungarian Republic’s for disadvantaged and disabled
strategy on lifelong children, eliminating all forms of
learning segregation and creating an
inclusive school environment in
public education
2007 | Spain IN Royal Decree 395/2007 of | Guaranteeing access to

23 March 2007 regulating
the vocational training
subsystem for
employment

training for unemployed people
with more difficulties in finding
employment (risk of social
exclusion, people with
disabilities)
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Year Country Relevance Title of policy Reference

document (?)

2014 | Cyprus IN Integration of the Integration of the unemployed
(moderate | unemployed and inactive and inactive into employment
focus on into employment
EX)

2015 | Portugal | Both Quality Assurance in ‘Inclusive growth’ and ‘inclusive

Double Certification access to VET’

Modalities — A guide for

VET operators

2016 | Austria IN Training Obligation Act Use of the term ‘participation’ —

enabling young people to
obtain a qualification through
education or training that
increases their chances of
sustainable and
comprehensive participation in
economic and social life and
meets the increasing
qualification requirements of
the economy

2016 | Croatia Both VET system development | Strengthening the inclusion of

programme for 2016-2020 | all groups in danger of
exclusion from education

2016 | Ireland IN Ireland’s national skills Active inclusion to support

strategy for 2025 participation in education and
training and the labour market

2016 | Romania | Both Romanian education and Increasing participation and

training strategy for 2016— | facilitating access to VET
2020 programmes among vulnerable
groups of young learners

2018 | Croatia IN National curriculum for Ensuring access and rights to

VET initial and CVET for all students
and providing support and
ensuring success in vocational
education in accordance with
their developmental needs,
potential, interests and abilities

2018 | Slovakia | Both National programme for Improving the quality of

the development of education of children from

education generational poverty, with a
health disadvantage or with

Implementation plan of the | another disadvantage who are

national programme for often IeaVing education and
the development of training early

education and training:

Strategic policy framework

for the system of

education and vocational

training at all levels for the

years 2024-2026

2019 | Finland Both Government programme Developing pedagogies to

for 2019-2023 meet the needs of diverse
student populations

2019 | Finland IN Guidelines for the reform Meeting the needs of adults

of continuous learning

with low skills
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Year Country Relevance Title of policy Reference

document (?)

2020 | Greece Both Law No 4763 on the Removal of discrimination and
national vocational social exclusion through the
education system provision of lifelong learning

2020 | Lithuania | Both 2021-2030 national Expanding inclusiveness and
progress plan accessibility of formal and non-

formal education at various
levels for SEN learners, people
with disabilities and people
experiencing poverty or
psychological and other
difficulties, with the aim of
assuring everyone’s right to
participate in education and
receive a high-quality
education and the necessary
support in an educational
environment adjusted to
various educational needs

2020 | Netherla | IN Inclusive education for Making VET fit for all

nds VET

2021 Finland IN Law on the extension of Preventing the discontinuation

compulsory education of education, enabling
continuing education and
preventing unemployment

2021 Ireland Both Action plan for Improving access to
apprenticeship for 2021- apprenticeships and making
2025 delivery more flexible

2021 Latvia Both Guidelines for the Support for everyone’s growth
development of education:

Future skills for the future
society for 2021-2027
2021 Norway IN Completion reform Making VET and upper-
secondary education in general
more flexible to meet the
heterogeneous needs of
various learner groups

2022 | Greece IN Law No 4921: Jobs Inclusion of unemployed
again — Reorganisation of | people and youth in the labour
the public service, public market, through education and
employment service and training
digitisation of services
upgrading the skills of the
workforce

2022 | Greece Both Strategic plan for VET, Inclusion of vulnerable social
lifelong learning and youth | groups in the training system;
for 2022—2024 promoting equal participation of

all and especially of people
with disabilities and members
of socially vulnerable groups

2022 | Spain IN Organic Law 3/2022 of Adopting the principles of

(moderate | 31 March 2002 on the universal design for learning
focus on organisation and (learning model for inclusive
EX) integration of vocational education)

training
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Year

2024

Slovenia

Country Relevance

Both

Title of policy
document (?)

National education
programme for the period
2023-2033 submitted to
the Minister of Education
(2024) — Proposal

Annexes

Reference

Equally including learners in
education regardless of their
national and cultural origin,
racial, ethnic and religious
background, gender, gender
identity and sexual orientation,
socioeconomic status,
educational and psychosocial
characteristics and any
physical and intellectual
disabilities

@)

Titles of documents were translated by country experts when there was no official translation available.

NB: ‘EX’ indicates a strong focus on vocational excellence, ‘IN’ a strong focus on inclusion and ‘both’ a strong

focus on both objectives.

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Table 21. Types of intended changes indicated in policy documents by country
Any Specific content-related intended Any Specific delivery-related intended changes Any other

content changes delivery- intended

-related related changes

intende intended

d changes
change | Transversal [Occupational | Other Modularisatio New Pedagogical |Guidanc | Other
S competences | competenc n or partial programme approach e and
es qualifications | or pathway support

Austria 2 2 1 0 5 1 3 3 3 1 1
Belgium 0 0 0 0 5 2 2 2 1 2 0
Bulgaria 5 1 1 3 5 3 2 3 2 1 2
Croatia 5 4 2 1 5 4 4 3 1 0 3
Cyprus 5 1 4 2 4 0 3 3 2 1 2
Czechia 5 4 4 3 5 3 3 2 4 1 1
Denmark 2 0 2 0 5 2 5 2 3 2 0
Estonia 4 3 2 2 5 0 3 2 2 2 2
Finland 3 2 1 2 4 2 1 2 4 1 1
France 4 3 3 0 5 3 4 5 4 2 1
Germany 3 2 2 0 5 1 3 2 3 0 0
Greece 3 2 3 0 5 0 3 2 5 2 2
Hungary 4 4 1 0 5 3 4 5 4 0 2
Iceland 3 2 3 1 5 0 2 2 3 1 0
Ireland 4 3 2 1 5 4 5 3 4 1 0
Italy 0 0 0 0 5 0 3 4 0 2 0
Latvia 2 1 0 1 4 1 2 1 1 2 1
Lithuania 4 4 4 0 5 4 4 4 3 0 3
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Number of policy documents

Annexes

Any Specific content-related intended Any Specific delivery-related intended changes Any other

content changes delivery- intended

-related related changes

intende intended

d changes
change | Transversal [Occupational | Other Modularisatio New Pedagogical |Guidanc | Other
S competences | competenc n or partial programme approach e and
es qualifications | or pathway support

Luxembour 2 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 2 0 2
9
Malta 3 1 2 0 5 2 4 4 3 2 0
Netherland 0 0 0 0 5 0 0 1 4 2 1
S
Norway 4 0 3 2 5 1 3 0 2 3 0
Poland 5 5 5 2 5 4 4 5 4 0 0
Portugal 4 3 4 1 5 3 3 2 2 2 0
Romania 5 5 4 0 5 1 3 1 2 2 1
Slovakia 1 0 0 1 4 2 2 1 3 2 2
Slovenia 4 3 3 2 5 3 4 2 2 2 1
Spain 5 5 5 1 5 4 4 4 5 1 0
Sweden 2 1 1 1 4 1 2 0 1 2 1
United 5 4 3 1 5 1 3 3 4 2 1
Kingdom
Total 9 66 66 28 143 56 89 74 83 41 30

8
Number of 2 24 25 18 30 24 29 28 29 24 19
countries 7
(out of 30)
with policy
documents
in each
category

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Table 22. Coverage of target groups among policy documents analysed

. Employment Performance
Education groups Vulnerable groups Age groups status groups groups

High

Policy Upper S _g
document - . Other eople Unempl Low- | perfo
group s;:on Apgégnt' NEETs stuEdS<=:|;1ts Migrants | at-risk di;valg;liti Yg:nlge Adults ?algelg oyed gmg(l)oyig skilled rmin

ry groups peop peop people peop learners g
stude es learn

nts ers
Relevance | 70 % 59 % 19 % 16 % 24 % 30 % 43 % 86 % 68 % 19 % 27 % 22 % 35 % 41 %

to
excellence

Relevance | 53 % 49 % 58 % 62 % 43 % 60 % 58 % 77 % 55 % 28 % 47 % 36 % 43 % 17 %
to inclusion

Relevance | 79 % 72 % 54 % 72 % 56 % 56 % 67 % 85 % 74 % 33 % 33 % 36 % 51 % 46 %
to both

Total 68 % 58 % 45 % 51 % 41 % 50 % 55 % 79 % 65 % 26 % 35 % 33 % 42 % 33 %

NB: ESL, English as a second language.
Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Table 23.

Examples of dedicated funding lines by country and relevance to policy objectives

Annexes

Central aims

High relevance to inclusion

Policy document

Funding

Finland Reform of continuous learning | The budgets for 2020 and 2021 included | Education providers are expected to
(2019) EUR 20 million for developmental projects at the | make their provision more flexible and
regional level and meeting competence demands | accessible and to be open to developing
in the labour market, EUR 2.5 million for | new content.
community services for immigrants’ education,
over EUR 20 million for continuous learning
actions, EUR 10 million for open university
education and EUR 0.5 million  for a
developmental study about a digital service
network for continuous learning. In 2021, an
additional EUR 40 million was allocated to
developing the skills of adults in the workplace
and those with low basic skills and reducing
barriers to employment for older unemployed
people.
Law on the extension of For the 2021-2024 framework period, the | The extension of compulsory education is
compulsory education (2021) budgetary plan envisaged additional amounts of | directed towards all young people.
EUR 22 million in 2021, EUR 65 million in 2022, | Special measures are planned to meet
EUR 107 million in 2023 and EUR 129 million in | the needs of particular groups, such as
2024 to cover the changes planned. learners with special needs, immigrants
and young people with minority first
languages (e.g. Sami, Roma).
France Investment in skills plan: EUR 14.6 billion for 2018-2022. Aims include financing the training of
Building a skills society (2017) 1 million low-skilled jobseekers and
1 million young people who are far from
the labour market, modernising training
provision to better meet the needs of
businesses and helping training
providers to digitise their provision.
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Country

Policy document

High relevance to excellence

Funding

Central aims

Cyprus

Further development of
technical and vocational
education and training (2014)

EUR 15.9 million for 2014-2020. The project
continues with increased European Social Fund
Plus funding (in the 2021-2027 programming
period).

Aims include developing the structures
and supports for the five programmes that
constitute the main pillars of the Technical
and Vocational Education and Training
System, with a focus on the education
and empowerment of students and the
participation of adults in lifelong learning.

Czechia

Plan of supporting the
development of talent and care
for the gifted for the period
20142020 (2014)

Approximately CZK 50 million (EUR 20 million)
annually for the support of competitions.

Aims include developing an ambitious
integrated system to promote support for
gifted learners, which Czechia lacked.
This does not specifically focus on VET.

Denmark

Announcement of the Act on
Vocational Education and
Training and the political
agreement on better and more
attractive VET programmes
(2014)

EUR 48 million for 2014—-2020.

There is a strong focus on attracting
higher-achieving students to VET,
especially the EUX programme and the
‘talent track’. The VET programmes
should challenge all VET students to
become as proficient as possible, and
more students should complete an EUX
programme, that is, a programme
integrating VET and subjects from the
higher commercial or technical
programmes (A-levels).

Agreement on the framework
for the reform of the higher
education programmes in
Denmark (2023)

Share for VET: EUR 2.5 million for 2024-2030.
(Although the reform targets higher education,
funding is targeted towards VET in order to
strengthen the quality of VET, introduce more
modern equipment at the schools and support
the transition to the green economy.)

The objective is to make higher education
more oriented towards the needs of the
labour market and, further, to curb the
number of young people entering higher
education. The political aim is to direct
young people towards VET and welfare
professions. One means of doing this is
providing additional funding to VET.
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Country Policy document Funding Central aims
Finland ‘Aiming for excellence — According to the funding scheme by the Ministry | The strategic intentions set out in the
Quality strategy for vocational of Education and Culture, education providers report are expected to provide
education and training 2030’ may receive a maximum of 4 % of the total comprehensive long-term guidance for
(2019) funding amount for strategy funding. The the quality management of VET
strategy work may include quality management, institutions.
for example in the form of leadership
development. In 2023, strategy funding was
allocated to leadership. The emphasis on
strategy funding differs from year to year.
Germany Excellence initiative for VET EUR 750 million for 2022-2026. Aims include giving new impetus to VET
(2022) and increasing its attractiveness by
focusing on three central fields of action:
talented individuals, quality and
innovative provision and internationality.
The excellence initiative is part of
Germany’s overarching skilled labour
strategy.
Italy

National recovery and
resilience plan investments to
upgrade ITS labs and expand
ITS offerings (2023)

EUR 1.5 billion for 2023—-2025.

Aims include quantitative but especially
qualitative increases in ITS (higher VET at
the tertiary level) training offerings.

Higher technological education
reform (higher VET) (2022)

National recovery and resilience plan and
NextGenerationEU — EUR 700 million by 2026.

Aims include providing pathways to
excellence at the post-secondary level
(EQF levels 4 and 5).
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Country
Lithuania

Policy document

Programme for the
development of practical
vocational training resources
(2007)

Funding

LTL 534.64 million (EUR 154.8 million) for 2008—
2013.

Central aims

Aims include developing practical VET
resources, co-financed through EU
Structural Funds. Specific objectives are
to increase the flexibility of VET, improve
the quality of VET, enable teachers and
lecturers to continuously improve their
qualifications and enable learners to
improve their skills for adaptability to the
social environment.

Concept for the establishment
of the sectoral practical training
centres (2007)

LTL238 million (EUR 68.9 million) for 2007—
2013.

Aims include creating modern practical
training facilities that will better meet the
VET needs of learners and better match
the economic situation and employer
requirements, utilising modern
technologies to open up opportunities for
the development of new training services
and increasing the efficiency, quality and
profitability of VET institutions.

High relevance to excellence and inclusion

Denmark

Agreement ‘From primary
school to skilled worker —
Vocational education for the
future’ (2018)

EUR 300 million for 2019-2022.

This is a political agreement to make VET
programmes more attractive to young
people. The focus is on introducing
vocational elements into basic schooling,
but also on increasing the number of
vocational schools that offer grade 10
level as part of a bridging pathway into a
VET programme. The background to the
reform are projections for 2030 indicating
that there will be a lack of skilled workers.
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Country
Estonia

Policy document

Action plan for the
development of the vocational
education system in Estonia in
the years 2001-2004

Funding

EEK 566 890 for 2002, EEK 645 820 for 2003
and EEK 717 950 for 2004; note
EUR 1 = EEK 15.6466.

Annexes

Central aims

The action plan focuses on (a) the VET
system (e.g. reorganisation of the network
of VET schools), (b) VET institutions
(development of applied higher education
curricula, continuous training of
vocational teachers) and (c) learners,
though indirectly (e.g. training of higher
quality, training places for SEN students).

Vocational education
programme for 2015-2021
(2018)

EUR 54 816 000 for 2018 and similar amounts
for 2019-2021.

The programme has been prepared as
part of the implementation of the Estonian
lifelong learning strategy for 2020. The
purpose of the vocational education
programme is to create for the population
of Estonia the vocational education and
training opportunities that correspond to
their needs and abilities, are high quality,
flexible and varied and that correspond to
the development needs of the labour
market.

Greece

2022-2024 strategic plan for
vocational education and
training, lifelong learning and
youth (2022)

National strategic reference framework for 2014—
2020: EUR 224 847 738. Restructuring and
resilience fund: EUR 162 579 414. National
strategic reference framework for 2021-2027:
EUR 548 750 000.

The focus is on learners in VET (upper
secondary and lower secondary),
apprentices, learners with special needs
and disabilities, adult learners (enrolled in
lifelong learning and adult VET
programmes), NEETS, low-skilled people,
migrants and more (e.g. those enrolled in
second-chance schools). This strategy is
part of the national implementation plan
for VET, based on and in accordance with
the priorites of the Osnabriick
Declaration.
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Country
Lithuania

Policy document

2021-2030 national progress
plan (2020)

Funding

EUR 1 180.6 million is allocated for 2021-2030.
From this amount, EUR 186 million is allocated
to the objective “To improve the match between
the competences acquired in education and
those needed in the labour market and to adapt
to a changing environment'. It is difficult to
calculate the share of funding dedicated to other
VET-related actions (e.g. making VET inclusive,
teacher training), since other measures are not
dedicated solely to VET.

Central aims

Aims include attracting foreign migrants,
creating favourable conditions for them to
enter VET and higher education
institutions to study/train.

Netherlands

Quality arrangements 2015
(2016)

General investment in VET improvement
consisted of an additional EUR 163.5 million for
2015, with up to EUR 24 million per year
earmarked for VET institutions to stimulate
excellence.

Aims include establishing support
institutions that stimulate excellence
among students. While this particular law
is no longer active, the policy concerning
quality arrangements in VET is still in
place in an updated form.

Source: Authors, based on country research.
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Figure 8. Relevance of policy documents by country grouping

(a) Consistently strong focus on inclusion
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(c) Strong focus on inclusion with notably or moderately increased emphasis on excellence
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More recently observed balanced approach
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Source: Authors, based on country research.

[ J { X X J
@ High relevance to both
High relevance to excellence
High relevance to inclusion
® Some or little relevance to either
2019 2024

Figure 8 presents the relevance of policy documents by country grouping. For
each of the country groups introduced in Section 4.5, the policy documents
analysed in these countries have been plotted in terms of their relevance to the
policy objectives of vocational excellence and inclusion. Each dot represents one
policy document. For illustrative purposes, the second and third country groups
identified in Section 4.5 (countries with a strong focus on inclusion and a (1)
notably or (2) moderately increasing focus on vocational excellence) have been
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merged into one group (panelc). Panel b, representing countries with a
consistently balanced approach, clearly shows that in this group, policy documents
with a high relevance to vocational excellence are found much more frequently
over time than in the other groups, where an increased focus on excellence tends
to begin only in the later years of the survey period. Given the method of data
collection (a maximum of five policy documents per country, with at least two
referring to each policy objective), it is likely that panel ¢ specifically (‘Strong focus
on inclusion with notably or moderately increased emphasis on vocational
excellence’) underestimates the focus on inclusion to a certain extent. There are
few policy documents focusing on inclusion before 2014 included in the sample,
although the overall country assessment suggests a consistently strong focus on
inclusion throughout. This is mainly because inclusion aspects are often
embedded as an overarching principle in comprehensive education policies.
However, such policy documents issued from 2000 onwards were generally not
selected by the national experts in this study, which focuses on the VET sector.

Figure 9.  Explicit reference to policy objectives by country grouping
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(c) Strong focus on inclusion with notably or moderately increased focus on vocational excellence
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Table 24.

Country

Region

Overview of country characteristics

Category with regard to
changes in objective
focus over time

Changes
in
vocational
upper-
secondary
enrolment

Share of
upper-
secondary
students in
VET in 2022

Relevance to
excellence in
policies

Relevance to inclusion in
policies

Austria Western Focus consistently more on Decrease 60-79.9 % No high relevance to | High relevance to inclusion over
Europe inclusion excellence the study period
Belgium Western Strong focus on inclusion Decrease 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe with notably increased focus excellence from 2015 onwards
on vocational excellence 2015 onwards
Bulgaria Central and More recent emphasis on Stable 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
eastern both objectives excellence from 2015 onwards
Europe 2015 onwards
Croatia Central and Strong focus on inclusion Stable (?) 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
eastern with notably increased focus excellence from 2015 onwards
Europe on vocational excellence 2015 onwards
Cyprus Southern Strong focus on inclusion Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe with notably increased focus excellence over the the study period
on vocational excellence study period
Czechia Central and Focus consistently more on | Decrease (?) 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern inclusion excellence before the study period
Europe 2015
Denmark Northern Strong focus on inclusion Decrease (?) <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe with notably increased focus excellence over the the study period
on vocational excellence study period
Estonia Central and Consistently balanced Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern approach excellence over the the study period
Europe study period
Finland Northern Focus consistently more on Increase 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe inclusion excellence from 2015 onwards

2015 onwards
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Category with regard to

changes in objective
focus over time

Changes

in
vocational
upper-
secondary
enrolment

Share of

upper-
secondary
students in
VET in 2022

Relevance to
excellence in
policies

Annexes

Relevance to inclusion in
policies

France Western Strong focus on inclusion Stable 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe with notably increased focus excellence from the study period
on vocational excellence 2015 onwards
Germany Western Focus consistently more on | Decrease (?) 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe inclusion excellence over the the study period
study period
Greece Southern More recent emphasis on Stable <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe both objectives excellence from 2015 onwards
2015 onwards
Hungary Central and Focus consistently more on Increase 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern inclusion excellence before the study period
Europe 2015
Iceland Northern Consistently balanced Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe approach excellence from the study period
2015 onwards
Ireland Western Focus consistently more on Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe inclusion excellence over the the study period
study period
Italy Southern Strong focus on inclusion Decrease 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe and moderately increased excellence from 2015 onwards
emphasis on vocational 2015 onwards
excellence
Latvia Central and Consistently balanced Increase 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern approach excellence over the the study period
Europe study period
Lithuania Central and Consistently balanced Stable (?) <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern approach excellence over the the study period
Europe study period
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Category with regard to

changes in objective
focus over time

Changes

in
vocational
upper-
secondary
enrolment

Share of

upper-
secondary
students in
VET in 2022

Relevance to
excellence in
policies

Relevance to inclusion in
policies

Luxembourg Western Strong focus on inclusion Stable (?) 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe with notably increased focus excellence over the 2015 onwards
on vocational excellence study period
Malta Southern Consistently balanced Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe approach excellence from 2015 onwards
2015 onwards
Netherlands Western Strong focus on inclusion Stable () 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe and moderately increased excellence from the study period
emphasis on vocational 2015 onwards
excellence
Norway Northern Consistently balanced Stable () 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Europe approach excellence from 2015 onwards
2015 onwards
Poland Central and More recent emphasis on Increase 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern both objectives excellence over the the study period
Europe study period
Portugal Southern Strong focus on inclusion Increase <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe and moderately increased excellence over the the study period
emphasis on vocational study period
excellence
Romania Central and Strong focus on inclusion Decrease (?) 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
eastern and moderately increased excellence from 2015 onwards
Europe emphasis on vocational 2015 onwards
excellence
Slovakia Central and More recent emphasis on Decrease 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
eastern both objectives excellence from 2015 onwards
Europe 2015 onwards
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Category with regardto = Changes Share of Relevance to Relevance to inclusion in
changes in objective in upper- excellence in policies
focus over time vocational secondary policies
upper- students in
secondary VET in 2022
enrolment
Slovenia Central and Consistently balanced Increase 60-79.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
eastern approach excellence from the study period
Europe 2015 onwards
Spain Southern Strong focus on inclusion Stable <40 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion over
Europe with notably increased focus excellence from the study period
on vocational excellence 2015 onwards
Sweden Northern Strong focus on inclusion Decrease <40 % No high relevance to | High relevance to inclusion from
Europe and moderately increased excellence 2015 onwards
emphasis on vocational
excellence
United Western Consistently balanced Stable () 40-59.9 % High relevance to High relevance to inclusion from
Kingdom Europe approach excellence over the 2015 onwards
study period

(®)  No data for 2005 were available.

NB: For Croatia, Czechia, Denmark, Greece, Iceland, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Romania and the United Kingdom, the earliest data are from 2013; for Germany, the earliest data are
from 2010.

Sources: Eurostat (educ_uoe_enrs04, ‘Pupils enrolled in upper secondary education by programme orientation’) and country research.
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The study covers 30 countries: the 27 EU Member States,
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