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The Profile of VET Students in Poland.
Career Choices & Expectations



Key indicators

In 2022, 54% of Polish upper-secondary students were enrolled in VET, a figure
significantly above the EU-27 average of 49%. This represents an increase of
over 8 pp. since 2015.

Relatively high tertiary attainment (about 46% for 25-34 years olds) - the dual
general-technical track (technical school) is an important contribution to the
pool of tertiary education students.

Low level of formal and informal education after the age of 25/6 (in contrast to
many other systems).

The IVET system in Poland is a central to the education system. However, its
structure and outcomes also reflect some of our society’s deepest challenges,
particularly regarding equity and social mobility. This presentation will explore
the evidence behind this duality.



n The Anatomy of the System

At the age of 15, Polish students are channeled
into one of four distinct upper-secondary
tracks.

Understanding this structure is fundamental to
understanding the student educational and
occupational pathways and the stratification
that occurs.

The critical gateway to university is the Matura,
Poland’s national matriculation exam.

The 5-year Technikum is a powerful dual-track
pathway offering both a vocational diploma and
the Matura, making it an attractive alternative to
the purely academic Lyceum.

In contrast, the 3-year BS | is designed for direct
labour-market entry and does not typically end
with the Matura, creating a significant divergence
in educational futures.
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The Socioeconomic Status (SES) school composition

In 2000 55% of variance of reading scores was between schools.
In 2022 this deccreased to 43%.

The more telling result is the decomposition of variance by socioeconomic status.

SES decomposition
In 2000, the system was rigidly stratified by | | | ﬁ) |
type; knowing if a student was in a BS1 (in 2000 2022| 15 55
basic vocational school) school versus a general
school told you a great deal about their
socioeconomic background.
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Drivers of Choice: Why Are Students Sorted This Way?

The PISA data shows that sorting happens; other research helps explain why.

* Socioeconomic Status (SES): SES is a powerful predictor of educational trajectories. For families with fewer economic
or cultural resources, choosing a shorter, more direct path to a job — like that offered by certain vocational schools —
can feel like the most pragmatic and secure choice. This approach reduces the perceived financial strain of longer
academic study and can align with an educational goal seen as "safe and sufficient" . However, this can inadvertently
channel students into pathways that are difficult to change later.

*  Prior Academic Performance: Early academic results, like primary school exam scores, act as a major sorting
mechanism. Achieving high scores is crucial for gaining admission to selective academic institutions or top-tier
technical schools . Consequently, students with less strong academic records may find that vocational tracks are their
most viable or only option . This means that differences in early academic performance can lead to fundamentally
different life trajectories, translating initial learning differences into distinct futures.

* Gender: mirroring trends elsewhere, vocational education can be highly gender-segregated, with data often
reflecting existing societal dynamics and inequalities. Boys are significantly more likely to enroll in VET than girls (56%
vs. 42%), with a particularly high concentration in TECH (61% male) and BS | (68% male)..

*  Geography: Where a student lives profoundly shapes their educational options. Prestigious academic institutions
tend to be located in urban centers .



Geography

 There is variation in availability of
general and VET education options Relative distribution of school types (first grade shares)

 Looking at poviat level we see that VET
is slightly more popular in Western
Poland, while LO and BST mix id more

Bivariate Map of BST and Technical School Shares
popular in South Eastern Poland

71%,
TECH=25%,
BS1=4%

VWarsaw: LO -
Survey data show that J

* students living in rural areas or small >BST 4 > TECH & BS
towns are more likely to choose BS

schools

With limited options, local VET school
is more pragmatic than costs of
commuting.

* These options are further constrained
by available school occupations — that
in BS schools are fairly concentrated

>L0 >TECH

Source: Own calculations based on Local Stata Bank (bdl.stat.gov.pl)



n Stated Motivations for School Choice

Students in both VET tracks cite practical, career-oriented reasons for their choice. While interest in a
profession is the top motivator for both, BS | students are twice as likely to admit their choice was constrained
by poor grades and are more influenced by their immediate social circle, suggesting a weaker sense of agency.

Primary Reason for Choosing BS | (%) Techniku | Key Difference
School m (%)

Interest in the profession 958% 62% (Similar)
Good job prospects after 41% 38% (Similar)
graduation

Convenient location 33% 31% (Similar)
The school had a good reputation  26% 30% +4% Tech
Friends made the same choice 15% 10% +5% BS |
Grades were “too low for a better 8% 4% +4% BS |
school”

Source: LOSY Graduate survey study (IBE). Main reasons only.



n Aspirations vs. Reality: A Tale of Mismatched Dreams

Alignment of Student Expectations with Track Outcomes

- If the system sorts students so powerfully, AL General | Technik | Branzowa |

what do they themselves want?

Alignment Lyceum um st. (BS 1)
(LO) (TECH)

* Here, we find a troubling misalignment

between student aspirations and their Education?l 90% 93% 49%
educational realities. Alignment

* The most critical issue is the systemic O_CCUpati02”3| 79% 68% 67%
mismatch between aspirations and Alignment

pathways, especially for BS | students.

* Nearly half of the students in the 3-year Source: Sitek and Bieleckt (2023).

BS | track aspire to careers that require a ' Alignment between expected final education level and the typical outcome of the
. . track. 2 Alignment between the skill-level of the desired job and the skill-level taught
university degree, yet they are on a path in the track.

that does not provide direct access to the
Matura exam needed to get there.



Expected Occupations Reveal the Divide

A significant minority of BS | students hold dreams of becoming professionals This might set the stage for future frustration.

LO Students: Aspire to
be doctors, lawyers,

psychologists, and
TECH Students: Aspire to be IT architects (70% aim for

developers, logistics technicians, ISCO 2 “Professional”
and graphic designers (a mix of roles).

BS | Students: Aspire to
be cooks, hairdressers,

and auto mechanics
(42% aim for ISCO 7

a0

ISCO 2 “Professionals” and ISCO 3
“Technicians”).

[

“Craft Workers” and 29%
for ISCO 5 “Service
Workers”).
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Conclusions

Poland’s VET system is a story of dualities. It is a success in terms of driving
participation and securing graduate employment. But it is also a system of high
stratification, where early tracking at age 15 amplifies social and economic

inequalities.

The Technikum track is performing well as a dual-pathway model.

The core challenge lies with the BS | track. It serves a vital economic purpose and is
currently to a large-scale the apprenticeship model

Still, despite the potential of BS2 schools it risks becoming a dead end for some
students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The misalignment of their expectations points to a weakness in guidance and
permeability.



Policy Levers for Change

Strengthen Permeability & Flexibility:

—  Continue expanding and promoting flexible pathways like the BS Il bridge to give motivated BS | graduates
a realistic chance to pursue the Matura and higher education.

—  Strengthen the recognition of prior learning to facilitate transitions.
—  The low SES and reading and math performance is a push factor.
Provide Equity-Focused Guidance:
—  Career counseling must begin earlier, well before the age-15 decision point, to be effective.

—  Guidance must be intensively targeted at low-SES and rural students to counteract informational and
aspirational disadvantages.

— Integrate real-world labor market information and work-based learning experiences.
Address Root Disparities with Data-Driven Policy:

—  Use regional skills analytics to ensure local VET provision meets economic needs without trapping
students in low-mobility sectors.

— Incentivize employer-school partnerships, especially outside of major cities.

—  Ultimately, broader reforms must tackle the underlying socioeconomic factors that push students onto
different tracks, ensuring that “choice” is driven by talent and interest, not by social circumstance.
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