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CHAPTER 1. Introduction 
The Estonian National implementation plan (NIP) of the Council Recommendation 2020 on 
vocational education and training (VET) for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and 
resilience (VET recommendation) is based on the national, sector, and regional development 
plans for VET, adult education, and skills policy (1). The NIP is developed in line with European 
priorities and recommendations, tailored to the Estonian context and needs. It builds on the 
strengths of the Estonian VET system and addresses its main challenges. 

The main developments in Estonian education and training, including VET, adult 
education, and skills policy, are guided by the Estonian education strategy 2021-35. The 
strategy sets three goals that are directly linked to the priorities of the VET recommendation: 
(a) learning opportunities are diverse and accessible and the education system enables 

smooth transitions between levels and types of education;  
(b) Estonia has competent and motivated teachers and heads of schools, a diverse learning 

environment and a learner centred approach to learning and teaching;  
(c) learning options are responsive to the development needs of society and the labour 

market. 
The long-term challenges include the need to enhance the quality of VET and to adapt 

VET provision to changes in the economy and labour market. This involves both responding 
to and anticipating employers' needs, increasing the attractiveness of VET among youth, 
reducing early dropout rates from VET, and decreasing the number of adults without 
professional education or with outdated skills (Ministry of Education and Research, 2021). 
The education strategy sets the target of 90% of young people aged 20−24 having attained at 
least upper secondary education by 2035, up from 83% in 2022. A forthcoming reform that will 
extend compulsory education from the age of 17 to 18 shall help decrease the share of young 
people not continuing their studies after basic education, the high dropout rate in the first year 
of upper secondary VET, and the growing number of young people without qualifications. 

According to the general labour forecast for 2022-31, Estonia's labour market will be 
significantly impacted by an aging population, migration (including refugees), digitalisation, 
automation, and the green transition. Jobs in the service and technical sectors expand. The 
labour demand over the next decade is expected to exceed the supply from younger 
generations. Therefore, preparedness for lifelong learning, strong general and good self-
management skills are essential for all. 

To facilitate participation in employment for all groups, flexible work and learning 
arrangements, as well as a balance between work and private life, need to be supported. 
Automation and digitalisation should be encouraged, and, where necessary, foreign labour 
force attracted (Rosenblad, et al., 2022). 

In the following overview, Estonian policy developments, initiatives and measures support 
addressing specific VET recommendations. However, they often support multiple 

 

(1) Education Strategy 2021−2035; Research and Development, Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
Strategy 2021−35; Development Strategy of Ida-Viru County 2019–2030+. 

https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/documents/2022-10/annex_-_estonian_national_implementation_plan_of_the_council_recommendation_on_vet.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020H1202(01)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020H1202(01)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020H1202(01)&from=EN
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recommendations simultaneously. 

CHAPTER 2. Main policy developments in 2023 
2.1 Agile and resilient VET, adaptive to labour market needs  
The key initiatives supporting agile and resilient VET, adaptive to labour market needs focus 
on the development of work-based learning (2) (Cedefop, & Refernet, 2023a) and the 
systematic linking of education with the labour market through job and skills forecasting and 
the professional qualifications system (Cedefop, & Refernet, 2023b).  

In 2023, the VET and higher education development programme PRÕM+ (2023-29) was 
adopted by the Ministry of Education and Research. To align VET with societal needs, the 
programme supports traineeships and work-based learning (WBL), including offering training 
courses, seminars, and counselling to VET providers, and promoting practical learning. 
Notably, the expansion of WBL now targets younger learners and initial VET, complementing 
the former focus on adult learners. 

The PRÕM+ programme also finances WBL provision, aiding VET centres and 
enterprises in creating WBL opportunities. New training places are set to be established in 
sectors of national priority and economic growth, based on employer needs and readiness. At 
least 30% of the training places target young people up to the age of 26 without professional 
qualifications. 

To enhance the link between education, training, and the labour market, a comprehensive 
national project was launched at the end of 2022 to merge the jobs and skills forecasting 
system (OSKA) and the professional qualifications system into a unified, more synergistic 
skills and professional qualifications system called OsKuS. The project addresses the existing 
system's limitations by adopting a more agile approach that accommodates micro-credentials 
and non-linear learning paths. It will be completed by 2029. 

The project upgrades the forecasting methodology, covering regional forecasts and big 
data, and enhanced the visual presentation and dissemination of OSKA data. Profession-
based qualifications are being transformed into skills profiles. Digital solutions for OsKuS will 
include skills and certificate registries, awarding professional qualifications, skills conformity 
assessments, and additional analytical services. 

 

(2) Work-based learning, known as work practice in Estonian terminology, is an inherent part of all 
Estonian VET programmes, ranging from a minimum of 35% of studies in vocational secondary 
education (EQF4) to min. 70% in EQF2 level programmes. Work-based learning as a standalone 
form of study, akin to the models practiced in Germany or Austria, was introduced to Estonian 
VET in 2006. In such WBL programmes, work-based learning comprises at least two thirds of the 
volume of studies. 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44315
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44313
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44313
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2.2 Flexible VET, providing progression and lifelong learning 
opportunities 
Several important developments in 2023 focused on creating flexible pathways for the upper 
secondary education learners, developing VET curricula, and regulating the nature and 
provision of microcredentials (Cedefop, & ReferNet, 2023c). 

The current system and organisation of VET is dating back to 2013, when, the aim was 
to speed up graduates' entry into the workforce by focusing on practical skills and easing the 
transition to the job market, somewhat at the expense of general skills. 

The new VET reform started in 2023. In addition to raising the compulsory age from 17 to 
18 from 2025/26, it aims at developing new curricula that prioritise general competences, 
offering vocational secondary education as a viable alternative to general (gymnasium) 
education, and implementing measures such as career counselling and flexible study 
arrangements to retain learners and reduce their dropout rates. The COVID-19 pandemic 
underscored the need for this reform, revealing the obsolescence of skills and the reskilling 
need for many. 

The reform also aims at better integrating VET with other education levels, bridging formal 
and non-formal education, as well as connecting general, vocational, and applied higher 
education. To incorporate more general education content, vocational upper secondary 
programmes will extend to 3.5-4 years from the current 3 years. Stakeholder engagement 
seminars for updating upper secondary VET curricula started in 2023. An example of the new 
type of longer curricula in the ICT field is discussed below. 

Microcredentials, referred to as micro-qualifications in Estonia, are seen as flexible means 
for adult learners to gain partial and full qualifications. In 2023, amendments to the Adult 
Education Act were introduced to regulate this emerging field and extend the micro-
qualifications system to vocational education and adult training. The amendments include the 
definition of micro-qualifications, the volume of learning leading to micro-credentials, principles 
of provision, and quality assurance mechanisms. 

2.3 Innovative and excellent VET 
New measures have been launched to support green and digital transitions. They aim at 
enhancing workforce knowledge and skills in the green economy and meeting the labour 
market demands in ICT and engineering sectors, as well as at further developing the 
population's digital skills (Cedefop, & ReferNet, 2023d). 

The OSKA forecast on the ICT sector predicts 150% increase in employment in the sector 
within the next five years. This means a need of at least 2 600 new ICT professionals each 
year (Mets, & Viia, 2022). Similarly, the OSKA forecast on the machinery, metalwork, and 
electronics industry highlights a critical shortage of engineers and technically educated 
professionals (Lepik, & Uiboupin, 2023). 

In 2023, new programmes of the IT Academy and the Engineering Academy were 
launched to strengthen and redesign ICT and engineering VET programmes and raise the 
profile of these sectors in the labour market. Such initiatives promote cooperation between the 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/41131
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/41131
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/41131
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44132
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public authorities, education institutions, including VET centres, companies, and professional 
associations. 

The IT and Engineering Academies are set to enhance and update VET programmes at 
EQF levels 4 and 5, modernise learning environments with technological solutions and 
software, and promote IT and engineering education, also aiming to increase female 
participation. VET centres are working on introducing mentoring systems to decrease early 
dropout rates. Engineering curricula will be tailored to Industry 4.0 needs, focusing on 
interdisciplinarity and integrated learning in product and industrial design. 

Provisions were also created and adopted to offer additional flexible and labour-market-
driven learning opportunities to facilitate businesses' digital and green transitions, supported 
by the EU Recovery and resilience facility. These include ICT skills training, cybersecurity, 
and the integration of ICT modules into vocational training curricula. Professional qualification 
standards and VET programmes are being updated, and continuing training programmes are 
being developed to equip the workforce with the knowledge and skills for the green economy. 

VET centres in Ida-Viru County, the heart of Estonia's shrinking oil shale industry, will 
benefit from new curricula developed with the EU's Just Transition Fund support. In 2023, 
EUR 31 million have been allocated until 2029 for skills development to update and create 
new curricula at university colleges and VET centres in Ida-Viru County, focusing on technical 
subjects to address the region's skills shortages. Additionally, further training and retraining is 
being offered to workers laid off from the oil shale sector (Ministry of Education and Research, 
2023). 

2.4 Attractive VET, based on modern and digitalised provision  
The enrolment in upper secondary VET reached a ten-year high in absolute numbers in 
2023/24 (EHIS, 2024). This increase can be largely attributed to demographic factors, i.e. 
natural population growth more than a decade ago, rather than a growing attractiveness of 
VET. Moreover, a learner-age population is expected to start decreasing because of the 
reverse demographic trend. 

Teachers and trainers are pivotal in enhancing the teaching and learning process in VET. 
Estonia faces serious challenges, including an aging teaching workforce, a low retention rate 
of younger teachers, and a rising number of teachers not meeting qualification criteria. To 
ensure high-quality VET, several programmes and initiatives are being continued to support 
teacher professional development. This includes in-service digital pedagogy training for 
vocational teachers, field-specific training, support for school teams and specialists, 
leadership training for school principals, and training for school and company traineeship 
instructors under the PRÕM+ development programme. Additionally, didactics training for IT 
practitioners from the IT Academy in VET and Erasmus+ placements for vocational teachers 
abroad are supported. 

Outward learning mobility is key to VET internationalisation, sharing best national 
practices, and enriching studies with new knowledge and skills relevant in the international 
labour market. EU aims for 8% of VET learners to experience learning mobility abroad. In 
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2021, Estonia set a national mobility indicator: the percentage of VET graduates who have 
participated in learning mobility for at least two weeks during their studies. In 2023, 7% of VET 
graduates participated in short-term mobility (Estonian Education Information System, 2024). 

Estonia has a strong tradition of vocational skills competitions, crucial for VET's 
internationalisation and promotion. In 2023, measures were adopted to modernise the format 
and principles of the national skills competition ´Young Master´. Skills competitions will be 
organised as skills festivals, individual contests, or TV competitions, in collaboration with VET 
centres, professional associations, and employers (3). Principles for partnerships will be 
developed to engage businesses, professional associations, supporters, and other 
stakeholders. 

2.5 Inclusive VET promoting equal opportunities 
In 2023, changes in legislation were drafted (though not yet enacted) to better support 
vulnerable groups in VET (Cedefop, & ReferNet, 2023e). They aim to redefine the target 
group, broadening the scope to include a wider array of learners in need of support. The focus 
shifts towards assisting in the acquisition of missing skills rather than solely on adjustments 
based on special educational needs. 

Once adopted, the amendments will clarify the role of VET institutions in fostering student 
development, offering guidance, counselling, identifying support needs, and specifying the 
types and extent of support services available, such as individual curricula, special needs 
teachers, social pedagogues, psychologists, learning support, and small group learning. 

To enhance the competence of VET teachers, pedagogical-methodological in-service 
training courses in special pedagogy are planned as part of the teachers' continuous 
professional development programme. 

The ´Choice of profession´ programme, designed for youth lacking the skills or readiness 
for further studies (including learners with SEN, dropouts from VET or upper secondary 
general education, NEETs, learners with a migrant background, or those lacking basic skills 
for successful progression in VET), which has proven effective, will be transformed into 
broader preparatory studies and expanded. 

Additionally, efforts to integrate Ukrainian refugees into vocational training persisted in 
2023. The ´Choice of profession´ curriculum provided an appropriate learning pathway also 
for them, including enhanced language learning and adaptation support. By the end of 2023, 
over 9 000 Ukrainian students (almost 4% of the total student population) were part of the 
Estonian education system; less than 1 in 10 of them have enrolled in VET (EHIS, 2024). 

2.6 VET underpinned by quality assurance 
The current quality assurance system in VET has been operational since 2019. External 
assessment of VET centres, conducted every six years, relies on each institution's internal 

 

(3) See more: https://www.worldskillsestonia.ee/eng/ 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44295
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/timeline-vet-policies-europe/search/44295
https://www.worldskillsestonia.ee/eng/
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evaluation. This assessment examines the performance and sustainability of education, 
encompassing curriculum development, learning and teaching processes, leadership and 
management, and resource utilisation. Regular quality assessments of VET centres were 
continued in 2023. 

Within the Estonian National implementation plan, the emphasis on VET quality 
assurance measures is on refining the quality assessment model. This refinement aims to 
guarantee, among other aspects, the quality of work-based learning and continuing training in 
adult education institutions. Although quality assurance developments are still in the planning 
stages, a notable initiative will be the development of a new quality assurance model by the 
Estonian Quality Agency for Education. This forthcoming model will introduce institutional 
accreditation for VET centres, aligning with the accreditation process used in higher education 
(PRÕM+, 2022). 

CHAPTER 3. Involvement of VET stakeholders in 
the implementation of policy developments 
related to NIP 

Since the 2013 VET reform, a systematic framework for cooperation between VET and labour 
market stakeholders has been in place, marking significant stakeholder involvement in the 
VET system's development. Beyond the standard participation in curriculum and professional 
standards development, stakeholders actively contribute to designing new initiatives and 
reforms through their representative bodies and expert groups. The Advisory Board for 
Vocational Education and Training unites all key partners, including chambers of commerce 
and industry, employers' and trade unions confederations, SME associations, and various 
ministries. This board advises on strategic VET planning, organisation of education 
institutions, planning and financing of specific fields of training, among other vital VET issues. 
It has been instrumental in VET reform discussions and preparations. 

However, discussions on VET reform have not yet included learner representatives. To 
ensure the effectiveness of changes to curricula, preparatory learning, and more flexible 
transitions between general and vocational education, incorporating learner feedback is 
essential. To this end, it is planned to collect feedback from learners through a survey on the 
implementation of VET curricula and to use data from annual national student satisfaction 
surveys. 

Since 2021, the national VET team, comprising experts from VET centres, universities, 
the Qualifications Authority, and the Ministry of Education and Research, has supported the 
implementation of the Estonian Education Strategy 2021-35, the Erasmus+ and European 
Solidarity Corps Agency Action Plan, the VET recommendation, and the European Skills 
Agenda. This team plays a crucial role in stakeholder engagement and leads discussions on 
the green transition in VET, integrating green competencies and sustainability principles into 
vocational curricula, and enhancing the green competencies of VET teachers, school leaders, 
and school teams. (ReferNet Estonia, & Cedefop, 2024) 
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CHAPTER 4. Achievements of implementation 

Given that this is the first year of the Estonia’s National implementation plan execution, it's 
premature to detail the 2023 achievements. Nonetheless, a solid foundation for implementing 
the NIP's measures has been laid through the drafting and adoption of provisions and planning 
for legislative changes. 

In the area of agile and resilient VET, the emphasis on developing jobs and skills 
forecasting as a cornerstone for VET provision and curriculum development stands out. With 
a relatively strong score in the European skills index (ESI) (65, with individual pillars scoring 
between 63−68; ESI, 2024), Estonia shows advancement in making VET innovative, excellent, 
and attractive. This progress is supported by specific initiatives such as the IT and Engineering 
Academies, significant investments in digital skills and infrastructure within VET, and student 
mobility. 

Among the developments discussed in Chapter 2, only four (microcredentials, VET 
reform, mobility data collection, and green skills development) are new. Others, such as work-
based learning (WBL), jobs and skills forecasting, and digital skill enhancement, mark new 
phases of ongoing efforts. The success of previous stages attests to the effectiveness of 
established working methods and networks, with adjustments made for the new phase based 
on past experiences. 

Engaging stakeholders early and effectively lays a strong groundwork for achieving 
desired outcomes. However, evaluation of results will require further implementation and 
collaboration with stakeholders. 

CHAPTER 5. Challenges of implementation 

To decrease the dropout rate from VET and enhance its appeal to young people, the VET 
reform and curriculum development aim to provide diverse 3.5-4-year upper secondary VET 
programmes, along with flexible preparatory learning, shorter courses tailored to the labour 
market, and sufficient support services. The agreed extension of compulsory education from 
17 to 18 years as of 2025/26 will require enhanced collaboration across basic and upper 
secondary education levels and between education institutions and local authorities to 
guarantee access to suitable learning opportunities for all students. Longer VET programmes 
pose challenges both in terms of additional funding and efforts to improve learning content 
and support systems to maintain student motivation. Engaging students as key stakeholders 
in the reform process could significantly benefit the initiative. 

One of the VET recommendation's three quantitative goals is achieving an employment 
rate of at least 82% among VET graduates. The fluctuating employment rates of the Estonian 
VET graduates – dropping from 77% before COVID to 72% in 2020 and 2021, then rising to 
84.7% in 2023 (Murasov, 2024; Statistics Estonia, 2024) – highlight the need for the VET 
system to better respond to labour market demands and enhance the flexibility of VET 
provision. 
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Higher dropout rates among students with special educational needs, along with lower 
retention and employment rates, indicate that more effort is necessary to successfully include 
groups requiring additional support. 

The developments and measures outlined in Chapter 2 are financed by the national 
budget and EU funds (ESF, Just Transition Fund, Recovery and Resilience Facility). However, 
many of these activities will result in increased regular operating costs and the demand for 
more teachers, trainers and support staff. Addressing the shortage of qualified teachers, 
trainers, and support personnel, along with their competence development, is essential and 
should be addressed concurrently with the implementation of these measures. 

CHAPTER 6. Conclusions 

Estonia is actively advancing and demonstrating progress across all EU priorities. The small 
size of the Estonia's population serves as both a strength and a challenge. In a nation of 1.5 
million, the key asset lies in its highly educated and skilled workforce, necessitating that every 
learner, teacher, and trainer is valued. Nonetheless, development initiatives must consistently 
consider the constraints of human and financial resources. Estonia's VET system, already 
adaptable due to prior reforms, remains susceptible to societal and labour market shifts. 

The year 2023 marked a new era of Estonian VET, establishing the foundation for 
significant advancements: the reform of VET and the expansion of work-based learning aim 
to engage more young learners, while the introduction of micro-qualifications and upskilling 
and retraining initiatives will assist adults in navigating the evolving demands of the labour 
market and the digital and green transition. 

While 2023 was primarily dedicated to establishing the conditions and planning for future 
developments, the years 2024-25 will offer a chance to evaluate the implementation and 
reflect on experiences of the reforms and new initiatives. 
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