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Abstract

‘Du kannst was!” (DKW) is an Austrian initiative that supports people to acquire a formal
qualification belonging to the qualification type ‘Apprenticeship certificate’ (EQF/NQF level 4).
The initiative integrates all stages of the validation process, including certification. It was
rolled out regionally, in individual Federal provinces, each with their own focus and financing
schemes. It covers several apprenticeship occupations that have a high proportion of
unskilled workers in the given region. The main target group of the initiative are low-qualified
adults with substantial work experience related to a specific apprenticeship occupation.

In September 2021, ‘Du kannst was!” Salzburg included a digital application for collecting
occupational as well as transversal competences based on the ESCO framework into the
identification phase of their initiative. The app provides support in professional orientation,
and also allows users to identify a target/desired occupation and the competences needed
for it. This complements the initial oral interview conducted in the framework of ‘Du kannst
was!’.

1 Introduction

The initiative ‘Du kannst was! (DKW) is a project initiated by the Austrian social
partners, implemented at regional level. The initiative was first implemented in 2012
and was transferred from the successful pilot project in Upper Austria to other
regional provinces in Austria, such as Salzburg. So far, 409 people have
participated in the programme.

Currently, DKW is active in six of the nine Federal provinces?, in different settings,
adapted to the regional labour market and regional stakeholders’ needs. The
initiative validates competences acquired in non-formal and informal learning
contexts. The main target group are low-qualified adults with substantial work
experience (related to a specific apprenticeship occupation).

The programme leads to the award of an apprenticeship diploma in a specific
occupation, after a two-step examination process. These certificates are identical to
those achieved through ‘conventional’ learning pathways, and thus highly trusted in
society.

The initiative covers a number of apprenticeship occupations that have a high
proportion of unskilled workers in a given region.? The sectors for which the initiative
is available thus differ by region. For Salzburg, they currently include occupations in
the following sectors:

Logistics (operators, drivers, forwarding clerks);
Office Management;

Retail and Wholesale;

Metal industry (metal worker, industrial clerk);
Hospitality (cook, waiter/waitress).

The typical steps of the initiative are shown in the graph below, and described in
more detail in chapter 4 (Approach).

1 Burgenland, Carinthia, Lower Austria, Salzburg, Upper Austria, Vorarlberg

2 The occupations targeted depend on the regional structure of the economy and regional demand for upskilling,
for example, in the region of Salzburg these include: retail, wholesale, clerk, metal working, cook, waiter/waitress,
logistic, professional driver - https://sbg.arbeiterkammer.at/dukannstwas
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In September 2021, ‘Du kannst was!” Salzburg started to experiment with a digital
application (SkillLab®) - an app for collecting occupational as well as transversal
competences based on the ESCO framework. The app is subject to a license fee
which was covered by the programme. SkillLab works in two ways:

m The app provides support in professional orientation, related to the identification
and documentation phases of validation processes. For instance, learning
experiences (from jobs, training, other activities) can be documented in a CV-like
form and matched with relevant competences including transversal ones.

m The app also allows users to get specific feedback related to their target or
desired occupation: they receive feedback on the extent to which they already
have sufficient skills for the desired occupation and which skills are still lacking.
This complements the initial oral interview conducted in the framework of ‘Du
kannst was!’.

2 Rationale

The initiative fulfils two main purposes: One, it is an important contribution to
alleviate the much-quoted skills shortage in Austria, and two, it helps motivate
workers that often get rounded up under the term ‘educationally disadvantaged’ to
complete apprenticeships and obtain a certification*.

The rationale behind cooperating with an app provider was that bfi Salzburg, the
organisation managing DKW, wanted to try out new digital tools to expand the
opportunities for participants. They obtained a basic license to test the generic (non-
customised) version of the app SkillLab, without organisation-specific adaptations,
drawing on around 453 transversal competences and a total of 13.485
competences, as defined in ESCO. In a personal (guidance or career counselling)
consultation it would not be possible to ‘think along’ so many competences.
Furthermore, a digital app such as SkillLab shows very clearly where users stand
with their own competences in relation to certain professions or other experiences,
and possible alternatives are also shown directly.

3 Based on: https://www.transvalproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/D2.1 State-of-the-Art-Report_EN.pdf, p.
69; https://skilllab.io/en-us
4 Eichbauer 2016, p. 7
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3 Basis for the validation arrangement

Apprenticeship training in Austria is organised in the ‘dual system’, i.e. it takes place
both in the training company (the company with which the apprenticeship contract
was agreed) and in the vocational school. About 80 per cent of the training time is
spent at the training company, 20 per cent at the vocational school. The duration of
the apprenticeship is between two and four years- depending on the apprenticeship
occupation. The apprenticeship-leave exam, taken at the end of the training,
consists of a theoretical and a practical part. The theoretical part is omitted if the
vocational school component has already been successfully completed (i.e. school
exams were passed with success) before the examination. The practical part usually
consists of an examination paper with a practical task and a technical discussion.
The examination takes place before a commission consisting of subject experts.

In addition to those who have completed an entire apprenticeship, people without
formal training can take the final apprenticeship examination (‘exceptional admission
to the apprenticeship examination’, Auf3erordentlicher Zugang zur
Lehrabschlussprufung). The requirement is that they are over the age of 18 and
have evidence of having acquired the corresponding vocational skills and
knowledge by other means; for example, in practice (work experience) or in courses.
Adult education institutions offer preparation courses for candidates without formal
training.

The revised Vocational Training Act of 2011 offers the possibility to grant exemption
of parts of the practical part of the final apprenticeship examination for candidates in
second-chance education who can provide evidence of relevant professional
experience.® This option is of particular relevance for the DKW initiative, as
described in the following section.

4  Approach

DKW was initiated by the social partners: Regional Chambers of Labour in
cooperation with the Regional Economic Chambers. In Salzburg, the first steps of
the validation process (guidance/information, identification and documentation) are
mainly carried out by the CVET provider of the Chamber of labour (bfi® Salzburg)
whereas the assessment and certification are carried out at the regional
Apprenticeship Office of the Economic Chamber, the awarding body for
apprenticeship diplomas in Austria.

In Salzburg, co-funding is provided by the regional government and the regional
Chamber of Labour. Until the end of 2023 it is also co-financed through the
European Social Fund. The organisers will apply for ESF funding also in the next
financing period.

The practitioners carrying out the validation are guidance counsellors and trainers at
bfi Salzburg, and official examiners for apprenticeship examinations (who are each
experts of specific occupations) at the Economic Chamber.

Participants have to pay for participating in further training programmes (to make up
for missing competences) and the examination itself. Training costs are usually
around € 400, in exceptional cases up to € 800. This contribution can, however, be
co-financed through the regional ‘education cheque’ of Salzburg, which funds
between 50-80% of the cost, so that the actual personal contribution ranges

5 BAG 823 Abs. 11; https://www.bmwfw.gv.at/Berufsausbildung/LehrlingsUndBerufsausbildung/Documents/BAG-
Novelle%202011.pdf

6 Berufsforderungsinstitut — CVET provider
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between € 200 and € 400, plus examination costs (basic fee of € 121 for the year
2023 plus material costs ranging from € 0 to € 70)’.

The process for participants includes the following steps:
1. Information / Acquisition

Potential participants are informed via target group specific communication channels
(workers’ unions, Chambers of Labour, persons responsible for staff development in
companies).

2. Introductory counselling session (compulsory)

The first official step in the DKW process is an interview as part of the AK
‘competence advice’ (counselling session) at the bfi Salzburg. In a 1-hour-session,
potential participants are informed about the possibilities and requirements of the
process and potential alternative pathways. Furthermore, German and technical
language skills are evaluated to explore whether they meet the minimum criteria for
successful participation, or if — for example — a German language class should be
completed first. Participant and counsellor decide if the candidate would be able to
and want to take part. These counselling sessions are carried out by the education
and training guidance counsellors of bfi.

3. Five Guided (Self-)Evaluation Workshops (including digital tools)

Each workshop lasts approximately 4 hours. During the workshops, the method
used is guided self-evaluation: participants are taught how to use the self-evaluation
competence portfolio and are assisted regarding choosing the most fitting level of
competences. Any ambiguity regarding the terminology used by professional
experts is clarified. Evidence for certain competences is also collected, e.g. by
contacting former employers and obtaining proof that applicants have worked there.

In, as well as in between, guided workshops, participants create personal
competence and skills portfolios. Focussing on competences relevant for the chosen
profession (as outlined in the apprenticeship training regulations’ ‘occupational
profile’), they document relevant knowledge, skills and competences. Formal, nhon-
formal and informal learning processes are treated as equal, using a ‘strength-based
approach’ that focusses more on the existing competences than on the deficits.
Specific vocational skills are currently highlighted more strongly than social skills.

This is where digital applications may come into play: In the case of DKW Salzburg,
during the skills identification phase, participants were provided with access to the
SkillLab-app to document their skills. The App used ESCO occupational
competences, as well as transversal competences. Bfi Salzburg had a one-year
license to use the app for a (non-customised) trial run. As most of the occupations
relevant for DKW were not included in the exact wording and competence profile,
and some translations were not fitting, it was agreed to use the tool not individually
by each candidate, but in cooperation with the trainers: they looked at similar
professions and tried to find the names of occupations closest to the Austrian ones,
to help candidates find the relevant competences for their own portfolio, possibly
including more skills than ‘needed’ to fit the occupational profile. It was finally agreed
that the tool is more fitting for an orientation phase, for those who want to see which
occupation best fits their skills, and not the other way round: when a participant
already knows which pathway to pursue, and only needs to see which specific
competences they still lack. Still, in the setting which was used, guided by the
practitioners, candidates mostly found the App a good tool to visualise what they
already know or can do — according to the project managers, a certain
empowerment effect was visible. For a permanent use, however, a customised

7 https://Iwww.wko.at/service/k/bildung-lehre/LAP-Zahlschein.pdf
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license would have to be invested in, in order to include all relevant Austrian
occupational profiles with their specific wording and skills portfolios.

Regarding digitalisation, and considering the lack of funding for a custom-made
version of the app, ‘Du kannst was!” Salzburg is currently testing a digital portfolio,
integrated in their Moodle platform, for the digitisation of portfolio documents. This
will be done either through the possibility to upload documents, or through online
questionnaires (with single-choice answers), in which participants will be able to
self-assess their competences. In the second case, they will also be given the
opportunity to describe in their own words where and how a competence was
acquired. The e-portfolio will be based on the legally prescribed job profiles, which —
as mentioned above - primarily describe professional skills. The portfolios will not
systematically ask about transversal competences, but this feature can be added in
the future.

Experience shows that group sizes should be a minimum of six and a maximum of
up to twelve people, depending on the occupation, as training equipment (e.g.
‘examination kitchens’) might not be available for a bigger group. The workshops as
well as the training are designed in a very group-oriented manner, where
participants can motivate and help each other, and this is why the minimum number
of participants is usually around six. There is a feedback round with all participants
after each workshop, and suggestions for change are considered.

The workshops for guided self-evaluation are carried out by professional trainers
who are trained and certified, either according to CH-Q?8 standards, or to similar
standards for competence management. The professional experts supporting the
second and third workshop need to be qualified at least as an in-company-trainer for
apprentices in the dual apprenticeship programmes, or possess a similar or higher
gualification as a trainer. There is regular and frequent communication between all
persons responsible for the project, i.e. the trainers communicate with the project
leaders of the respective training providers after each workshop, for example to
discuss if any of the participants might need additional training (especially regarding
language competences).

4. First ‘Competence Check’ (First part of the Final Apprenticeship
Examination)

Competences made visible in the portfolio process are compared to those in the
corresponding job profiles and examination regulations. The ‘Competence Check’
(or performance check) results in a ‘positive list’ with proven competences and an
‘open list’ of competences that still must be acquired. Counselling is then given on
further education, the development of an individual training plan to cover the
competences in the ‘open list’.

During the first ‘Competence Check’, the assessor asks a wide range of theoretical
guestions related to the occupation, to see how much knowledge the candidate has,
and whether this corresponds to the statements made in the competence portfolios.
Evidence suggests that participants tend to either accurately define their
competences, or to rather assess themselves lower than the assessor would.®

Both parts of the apprenticeship exam (the first and second ‘Competence Check’ —
described below) are taken before an examiner who has to be an expert in their
occupational field, nominated by the Apprenticeship Offices of the Economic
Chambers and fulfil all the criteria specified by the Vocational Training Act.

8 Swiss qualification programme for occupational history and competence management: https://www.ch-
g.ch/qualifizierung--label

9 Eichbauer 2016, p.41
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At the beginning of the initiative, the recognition of prior learning for exemption of
parts of the practical part of the final apprenticeship examination was only possible
based on a specific ‘permission’ from the responsible ministry. This is now regulated
by law with the revised Vocational Training Act of 20111°.

5. Individual further education measures
In the following step, participants acquire the knowledge and skills they still lack
through targeted further training at the regional CVET providers.

Counselling related to next steps in view of certification focuses on a discussion of
the ‘open list’ of competences and information on the final ‘Competence Check’. In
practice, groups are encouraged to participate in the training courses as a group, as
experience has shown group dynamics to be very encouraging in this process.
Exceptions occur only rarely, for example when participants have actually done their
whole apprenticeship training except for the examination and are very well prepared
practically as well as theoretically. They then skip the training part and just join for
the last days of the training which is specifically aimed at preparing for the
examination.

The training for cooks, for example, usually consists of twelve training days, which
are announced well in advance so that participants can schedule their work
accordingly. This is of course much shorter than formal learning, as the target group
does have extensive work experience and usually just needs a ‘refresher’ of certain
aspects of the occupation, and specific preparation for the final examination, such
as getting used to the equipment in the ‘practice kitchen’.

6. Second ‘Competence Check’ (Second part of the Final Apprenticeship
Examination)

A second and final ‘Competence Check’ focuses on the competences in the ‘open
list'. For the occupation of cook, for example, a menu and all the necessary dishes
have to be prepared in an ‘examination kitchen’. It takes the form of a ‘typical’
apprenticeship examination, using observation and work simulation to assess the
candidates. As in the case of the first ‘Competence Check’ the examiner must fulfil
all the criteria for a final apprenticeship examination as set in the Vocational Training
Act.

7. Certification and recognition as a skilled worker (outcome)

The overall result/outcome of the validation process is regarded as equivalent to a
regular apprenticeship certificate issued after passing the final apprenticeship
examination (corresponding to EQF Level 4). The apprenticeship office validates the
competences and issues the apprenticeship certificate (which is the same as the
one obtained via the traditional apprenticeship training and final apprenticeship
examination). It gives access to certain regulated professions, and gives the
possibility to access an examination to enter Higher Education.

Quality assurance is part of the programme, and is implemented through continuous
monitoring and feedback questionnaires for participants.

5 Results

In Salzburg, there have so far been 3 different DKW periods between 2012 and
2022. Data shows that overall, between the first pilot from 2012-2014 and the most
recent period up until 2022, a total of 409 people participated in DKW: 128 women

10 BAG 8§23 Abs. 11; https://www.bmwfw.gv.at/Berufsausbildung/LehrlingsUndBerufsausbildung/Documents/BAG-
Novelle%202011.pdf
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and 281 men. The disparities are partially due to the validation processes taking
place in male-dominated sectors such as the metal industry.

Of these 409 participants, 316 successfully received their apprenticeship
certificates, which represents a success rate of 77% (equally showing a drop-out
rate of around 23%) The drop-out rate was significantly higher among men than
among women, where in the first period, only one of the female participants did not
finish their validation process (until the certification stage). The share of people who
report being migrants ranged between 20% in the pilot and 46% in the most recent
period, where one of the dominant sectors to carry out validation was the metal
industry.

6 Strengths

The strengths of using digital tools in the identification and documentation phases lie
in the higher number of competences which can be chosen through a simple click,
rather than a lengthier interview, which, on the other hand, can help identify
additional skills that might have been overlooked in a purely online setting. Seeing
the final (potentially long) list of already existing competences, can act as a boost for
the self-esteem of validation candidates. Digital tools help to quickly provide an
overview of what the participants already ‘can do’.

Overall, the success factors of the initiative ‘Du kannst was!’ can be summarised as
follows:

m ‘Cooperation structure’: transparent coordination, clear structure and division of
roles

m Strong network for high awareness and reach-out to potential participants

m Modular and tailor-made further training offer linked to the validation process

m Stable co-financing of the cost of the ‘Competence Checks’ and the further
training

m  Quick reaction to labour market demands

An important success factor of the initiative is its design as a ‘cooperation project’.
The participation of many stakeholders from both the employee and employer sides,
as well as the cooperation of numerous regional adult education providers, assures
a high level of awareness of the programme, and a bigger chance for any individual
seeking counselling to be informed about the initiative. While setting up the initiative,
this lack of cooperation proved to be one of the biggest challenges, and constitutes
a reason why the initiative took many years to be established (and are still not set up
in every Austrian region).

Once a strong network has been established, another success factor is the ability of
the initiative to react quickly to changing labour market demands: as the
stakeholders have built up a strong network, it is easy to find competent people to
adapt the training e.g. to a newly demanded occupation.

Regarding digital tools, apps with extensive underling lists of skills and competences
are a good complement to existing tools such as interviews, which may provide an
additional ‘boost’ to participants’ self-esteem.

7 Weaknesses / Barriers

One of the biggest challenges the project faces is its financing. Permanent funding
is still not a given in all regions. In Salzburg, only short- to mid-term planning is
possible, which results in delays due to gaps in financing.
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Without a national implementation strategy, the initiative currently also relies on the
willingness of regional social partners and governments to cooperate regarding
implementation and financing.

Another more operational challenge is to assure a timely and tailor-made training
offer for all occupations, as group sizes are usually limited to up to 12 participants,
long waiting times may therefore arise.!!

Regarding the cooperation of DKW and digital apps, combining the initiative with the
app faced some shortcomings regarding occupational skills needed for each of the
provided occupations: as these are described very specifically for the respective
apprenticeship occupations, the lists of skills would have to be adjusted for the tool
to fit into the process more smoothly.

As possible further challenge identified in the evaluation of the initiative points to the
strong focus on occupational skills defined in the competence profile of the
respective apprenticeship qualification. Technical or occupational competences are
given a higher standing, but a stronger focus on transversal skills was
recommended for the future.?

8 Lessons learned

The methodological framework for ‘Du kannst was!’ is easily transferable to all
occupations with a clearly specified occupational profile described in learning
outcomes, and clearly specified examiner requirements. In Austria, this is the case
for all apprenticeship occupations. Within the regional provinces, the project has
therefore been extended to new occupations, whenever the group requesting the
initiative is large enough.

In order to make the most use from embedding an app for identifying skills into the
programme, the required occupational skills would have to be adjusted for each
occupation specifically in detail, which would require additional investment.

9 Conclusions

For a successful transfer of this initiative to other countries, the main issue concerns
the collaboration of many stakeholders on the side of employee and employer
representation, as well as the (regional) governments for financing the initiative.
Furthermore, examiners in DKW are the same as those who also carry out the
‘standard version’ of apprenticeship examinations, and are therefore well-trusted.
This trust is essential for the success of the initiative, and would have to be ensured
in other countries as well.

Regarding the use of digital tools, the usefulness and positive outcomes depend on
the resources available to customise them.

For participants, it provides a new opportunity to obtain a well-known qualification,
which bears advantages on the labour market in terms of finding employment,
career progress, and higher income.

11 Eichbauer 2016, p. 42
12 Eichbauer 2016, p. 38

10
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