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1. Introduction   

Vocational education and training is no longer as attractive as it used to be. Particularly in countries 

where vocational education is predominantly school-based, many young people perceive it as a dead 

and, and participation rates have reached alarmingly low levels. Consequently, most students only 

undertake short in-company internships – if at all – so that the amount of work-based learning is 
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usually very limited. This results in high unemployment rates: in fact, insufficient vocational 

qualifications lead to permanent unemployment, with rates in some countries as high as 20% for 

people with only primary and low secondary education.   

   

At the same time, companies complain about the inadequate qualifications of students. School-based 

professional training cannot fully take the conditions of the labour market into account and fails to 

adequately address the qualification requirements of companies. Students learn too little about 

everyday working life and school lessons are ill-equipped to impart the necessary personal and social 

skills, which are becoming increasingly important.   

   

As a result of demographic change, the number of school leavers is declining significantly in all Baltic 

Sea countries except Sweden. By 2030, the number of 15- to 44-year-olds in the work force will 

decrease by up to 25%. Most countries are already experiencing a shortage of skilled workers, with 

increasingly severe effects on their future economic development. At the same time, they are 

confronted with alarmingly high youth unemployment, not least due to a lack of or insufficient 

vocational qualifications.   

   

In the competition for new talent, SMEs are in danger of losing out. Due to a lack of qualified staff, 

SMEs are already much less innovative today than they could and should be. A shortage of young 

entrepreneurs, managers and skilled workers is the main factor limiting the growth of SMEs. Raising 

the level of qualifications while at the same time eliminating the shortage of skilled workers is of 

utmost importance for the promotion of SME innovation, competitiveness and growth in the Baltic 

Sea Region.    

   
Against this background, it is crucial to reconcile   

a) the integration of young people and the reduction of youth unemployment with    

  

b) the provision of qualified staff for SMEs and a significant reduction in the shortage of skilled 

workers.   

   

In the German system of dual vocational training, which leads to comparably low unemployment, 

companies share responsibility for growing their pipeline of skilled workers. As such, this system is 
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much better at combining vocational training with the companies’ own needs and those of the labour 

market and can therefore make a major contribution to longterm success. However, the German 

system should not be misconstrued as a "one-sizefits-all" model that simply needs to be transferred. 

Any attempt at transferring and implementing it requires thorough preparation and needs to be adapted 

to the respective regional/national conditions. However, the basic principles of the dual model should 

be retained as much as possible – any "work-based learning" whose only vocational component 

consists of in-company internships (whether long or short) is by no means sufficient.   

   

2. How to inform companies and qualify them for dual systems   

In order to implement dual systems, it is particularly important to involve companies in the vocational 

education process. As a first step, it is important to provide them with comprehensive and in-depth 

information about the nature of dual systems (presentations on these topics are attached to this 

document).   

   

Companies need to become aware of the responsibilities and the tremendous benefits that the dual 

system will bring for them. In school-based vocational education, the state bears all training costs; in 

dual systems, by contrast, companies cover most of the costs themselves. Companies thus tend to 

focus on this additional financial burden without being unaware of the potential benefits, which only 

materialise with a delay of several years. For this reason, many companies only want to participate in 

dual training schemes if they receive remuneration from the state for the training they provide. 

However, companies are inherently responsible for educating the next generation of skilled workers 

and for investing in their training, and governments should not absolve them of this responsibility. 

Therefore, governments should, under no circumstances, reimburse the training expenses of 

companies. If such public funding is necessary to increase the willingness of companies to participate 

and to create sufficient in-company training capacities, the business sector should be put in charge of 

designing and administering a pay-as-you-go system. At most, governments should reward companies  

for the training services they provide by giving them preferential treatment when awarding public  

contracts.   

   

One particular obstacle in countries with predominantly school-based vocational training is that 

companies have little experience and qualified training personnel at their disposal. To eliminate this 
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bottleneck, "training of in-company trainers" should be conducted in as many companies as possible 

before dual systems are introduced – and on a continuous basis thereafter – in order to prepare them 

optimally for their implementation. As part of the present project, two such training courses – which 

companies can also use independently of vocational training activities to improve their 

communication, cooperation and workflows – have been developed, tested, evaluated and 

implemented in various countries.   

   

Self-regulatory bodies, professional associations and vocational schools play a key role in preparing 

and recruiting companies for dual vocational training and its implementation.   

   

3. How to involve self-regulatory bodies and professional associations and qualify 

them for dual systems   

Small and medium-sized enterprises are hampered by low management and information processing 

capacities. They thus need tailor-made services, without undue delays and from a single source. This 

makes networks especially important for them. Unlike large corporations, they cannot afford to have 

in-house staff functions that handle a wide range of corporate management tasks. In the SME sector, 

such staff functions and support tasks therefore have to be outsourced. Self-regulatory bodies and 

professional associations thus act as central service providers, offering SMEs tailor-made, reliable 

assistance and funding from a single source, which translates into services of clear monetary value.   

   

Self-regulatory bodies and professional associations have to provide companies with comprehensive 

information, encourage them to participate in dual vocational training and provide them with advice 

and guidance during the implementation process. In addition, they need to represent companies' 

interests vis-à-vis the relevant political, administrative and educational bodies and participate in the 

development and continuous revision of curricula and training regulations.   

  

After all, their tasks also include informing and advising young people about vocational training 

opportunities, maintaining placement exchanges, placing young people in apprenticeships and acting 

as mediators in cases of conflict between companies and trainees. Consequently, the self-regulatory 

bodies and professional associations need to be prepared to perform these diverse tasks, and they must 

be involved at an early stage before dual vocational training is introduced. To this end, specific 
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programmes have been developed, tested, evaluated and implemented as part of the "Train the 

Trainer" project, which are available free of charge.   

   

As self-regulatory bodies, Germany's chambers of commerce and industry are of special importance: 

they are responsible for vocational education and perform statutory functions in this field. When 

implementing dual vocational training, the self-regulatory bodies should, wherever possible, be 

structured as public-law corporations that, in addition to organising and shaping vocational education 

opportunities, also perform statutory functions on behalf of the government. As a minimum 

requirement, they should be in charge of conducting the intermediate and final examinations in 

vocational education.   

   

4. How to prepare and qualify vocational schools for dual systems   

Due to demographic changes, the number of young people is declining steadily. At the same time, 

vocational education has lost much of its appeal, with the result that the proportion of young people 

in vocational training has dropped to alarmingly low levels, while the share of young people with 

matriculation exams and university enrolment rates are constantly rising. As a result, the number of 

people in vocational training has dropped sharply, with the effect that more and more human 

resources, facilities and technical capabilities are being freed up in vocational education. Vocational 

school teachers' fear of losing their jobs is a major inhibiting factor when it comes to the necessary 

reforms.    

   

Given the status quo situation, the departure of some teachers from vocational schools and the 

conversion of existing facilities and technical capacities is inevitable. Under status quo conditions, the 

introduction of dual systems in countries with school-based vocational training would lead to a 

significant increase in the number of teachers being laid off. While 80 to 100% of the training time in 

school-based vocational education is spent in school, this share drops to 25 to 30% in dual systems.   

However, the large-scale release of these capacities should be seen as an opportunity, given that they 

are urgently needed for new tasks in vocational education.   

   

Close, constructive cooperation on an equal footing between the companies providing training and the 

vocational schools is of crucial importance in order to ensure direct communication, a high level of 
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flexibility and rapid adjustments. Dual systems require close cooperation between the vocational 

schools and the companies providing training. Vocational school teachers have to win over companies 

for in-company training, advise them continuously on how to implement it and coordinate the 

theoretical education provided at their schools with the practical training inside the companies.   

   

Where possible, theory should be taught in parallel with practical training. If more comprehensive 

theoretical topics require continuous teaching, the latter can be scheduled in longer blocks that, to a 

certain extent, function as basic theoretical training. Vocational schools have to display a high degree 

of flexibility and personal responsibility in order to tailor the content and formats of their courses 

(teaching in blocks or day classes, block lengths, project work, etc.) to the specific requirements of 

each profession, always in close coordination with the companies themselves.   

   

Dual systems of vocational education and training inevitably require close and seamless cooperation 

between the two places of learning – companies on the one hand and vocational schools on the other. 

In the framework of this cooperation, vocational school teachers also have to undergo regular training 

and longer work placements with companies in order to gain in-depth knowledge of their needs and 

to strengthen the partnership.    

   

Yet another new and important mandatory task for vocational schools is the provision of vocational 

guidance for young people, which requires considerable strengthening and realignment. Young people 

often find it very difficult to choose an occupation or a course of study. They are hardly aware of their 

own abilities, have very limited information at their disposal, are not familiar with many occupations 

and know very little about the requirements, expected skills, etc. associated with various professions 

and the special conditions prevailing in SMEs. Young people often do not have access to sufficient 

information, and the opportunities for career and academic guidance available to them tend to be 

inadequate, given that they neither sufficiently consider their own individual abilities nor the 

requirements of the labour market and the skills and qualifications needed for the various professions.   

  

  

It is therefore very important to develop job-specific skills profiles, which can then be compared with 

the carefully identified individual skills of each young person. The often far too high transfer and 
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drop-out rates can be significantly reduced through careful counselling and preparation for vocational 

training.   

   

Comprehensive counselling and assistance in choosing an occupation should become one of the core 

tasks of vocational schools. In the framework of dual vocational training, the schools can harness their 

differentiated knowledge of the various occupations and the close contacts with companies that they 

inevitably need to build up to arrange work placements for their students.   

   

Vocational schools should develop and implement specific integration measures for young people 

who are unable to obtain an apprenticeship even after benefiting from intensive counselling, support 

and the placement assistance of their teachers, following the success of the so-called Hamburg model,1 

for instance. In this model, young people who require special assistance participate in a year-long 

professional qualification scheme, which makes their choice of occupation more secure, reduces 

dropout rates and significantly enhances their level of integration and their chances on the labour 

market.   

   

With the exception of Scandinavia, all other Baltic Sea countries fall significantly short of the EU 

target of an annual further education rate of 15%. Further education rates are particularly low in 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland, due to a lack of staff, facilities and technical training capacities. 

As a second step in the introduction of dual vocational training, vocational schools, acting in 

cooperation with self-regulatory bodies and professional associations, need to offer a comprehensive 

programme of further education for companies and their employees, which also needs to be properly 

designed and planned.   

Through the introduction of dual vocational training, vocational schools should aim to transform 

themselves into three-tier competence centres of vocational excellence in the medium term, based on 

a reliable regulatory framework that gives them a high degree of individual responsibility and planning 

security. These centres should be operated jointly by or in close cooperation between vocational 

schools, universities and self-regulatory bodies and, by performing all tasks relating to vocational 

 
1 Perspektive Zukunft: Einjährige Berufsqualifizierung – Hamburger Modell, Hanse-Parlament, Hamburg 2015     



Baltic Examples of Excellence in WBL: Tutors,   

Companies, Networks (ExcellWBL)   

   

  

8 

 

training and the promotion of innovation, they can also act as growth engines for regional 

development:2   

Stage 1: The implementation and sustainable delivery of vocational training.   

Stage: The implementation of vocational further education within dual systems, including master 

craftsman and technician training.   

Stage 3: The implementation of dual bachelor’s programmes and innovation promotion 

programmes.   

In view of these important, far-reaching new tasks of vocational schools, the introduction of dual 

vocational education should under no circumstances lead to a reduction in their staff levels, facilities 

and technical capacities or to a reduction in public funding. On the contrary, public funding needs to 

be increased in order to modernise the vocational schools, bring them up to the latest technical 

standards, provide ongoing training for teachers and enable them to perform these wide-ranging new 

tasks. Teachers also need to undergo comprehensive further education in order to be able to perform 

these demanding tasks. And when it comes to filling new teaching positions, the aim should be to 

recruit the best teachers who should also receive competitive and performance-based salaries.   

   

Prior to the introduction of dual vocational training, the management and teaching staff of vocational 

schools need to be fully informed and prepared. To this end, two "Train the Trainer" programmes for 

vocational schools have been developed, tested, evaluated and implemented as part of this project, 

namely for   

a) dual vocational education and career guidance; and   

b) further vocational education, technician and master craftsman training, which can be used free of 

charge.   

  

5. How to transfer, implement and design dual systems   

To facilitate the transfer of dual systems, the occupation-specific curricula, training regulations, 

teaching materials, examination rules, etc. should be translated into the national language, wherever 

possible, but should at the very least be available in English. Under no circumstances should the 

 
2 Implementation of three-tier industry-specific Competence Centers, Baltic Sea Academy, Hamburg 2020   
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implementation be forcibly imposed. Instead, cultural factors and differences should be taken into 

account and promoted, with allowances for specific local conditions. The transfer recipients   

  
themselves should align and adapt the system to local needs, aided by in-depth consultations with 

teachers who have extensive experience with dual vocational training in the respective field. At the 

same time, the dual systems and models of other countries should also be considered in order to make 

full use of best practices. Ultimately, the transfer recipients – the vocational schools acting in 

consultation with the companies providing training – must decide for themselves what they want to 

implement and in what form, while adhering to the basic principles of dual vocational training.   

 In each case, teachers with extensive experience in dual vocational training should monitor and evaluate 

the implementation process. Continuous improvement can be achieved if there is a constant feedback loop 

that integrates the evaluation results into the ongoing implementation process. As part of the present 

project, such evaluation concepts have been developed and successfully implemented, and these are 

available free of charge.   

In order to create additional training places, it is also possible to organise joint programmes in which 

two or more companies collaborate to train young people. If not enough training places are available, 

the in-company training component of the programme should take place in an inter-company training 

workshop. Nevertheless, the participants should not be treated as students, but should receive a regular 

training contract like all other trainees, with the associated social benefits and (reduced) training 

allowances, which need to be publicly funded. At the same time, it is important to continue informing, 

qualifying and recruiting companies for participation in dual vocational training so that these young 

people are eventually able to transfer from the training workshop to a company placement. 

Workshops, company meetings, exchanges of experience and other forms of personal information 

offer excellent opportunities for companies not yet involved to learn from companies that are already 

providing training – there are no better multipliers than entrepreneurial success and learning from 

practical examples.   

   

Programmes for implementing dual vocational training should learn from mistakes made in other 

regions and be designed in such a way that they also eliminate existing problems.    
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In some countries where school-based vocational training is the norm (e.g. Lithuania), the training 

periods are extremely short and need to be extended in order to ensure comprehensive learning and 

in-depth practical experience.   

  

Another problem – which also occurs in the German dual system – is that young people with learning 

difficulties are unable to obtain apprenticeship places or fail in their vocational training, particularly 

in the school-based theory lessons. The dropout rates are far too high and need to be significantly 

reduced. Vocational education and training must take sufficient account of individual skills and 

opportunities and requires a high degree of differentiation. By introducing different levels, young 

people with different educational backgrounds are given the opportunity to receive training that 

matches their abilities:   

  

a) Level 1: Specific vocational training courses for people with learning difficulties with a 

duration of two years, which focus on practical learning and conclude with a recognised, independent 

qualification below the level of the skilled worker or journeyman examinations.   

b) Level 2: Intermediate vocational training programmes comprised of both practical and 

theoretical instruction with a duration of three years, which conclude with a recognised qualification 

as a skilled worker or journeyman.   

c) Level 3: Advanced vocational education programmes for fast learners with a duration of three 

to three and a half years that either provide additional qualifications or integrate further education into 

the initial vocational training course and conclude with recognised qualifications above the level of 

the skilled worker or journeyman examinations.   

   

Such a differentiated system of vocational training needs to ensure a high level of transferability. 

Students who complete a lower level of training must have the unrestricted right to attain the next 

higher level in accordance with their progress and performance while taking into account the training 

components that they have already completed. Conversely, it must also be possible to switch from 

higher-level training courses to lower-level ones while already completed training units into account. 

Open systems that offer full transferability enable step-by-step learning in accordance with individual 

abilities and skills. In principle, vocational training and further education qualifications are within 

anyone's reach, though there are different ways of attaining them, in accordance with learners' 

individual learning outcomes and personal development.  


