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The symposium

● Introduction in the project: Elsa

● Governance: Maarit

● Curricula: Maarit

● Workplace learning: Elsa

● VET and higher education: Elsa

● Moderator for discussion: Franz (also timekeeper and chair)

● For each topic 

○ A presentation of comparison 

○ A discussion



● Aim of the project

○ How Nordic VET systems have evolved in recent years and whether they are moving towards or 

away from greater maturity.

● Many different factors shape VET systems

○ Historical circumstances, national imperatives (i.e. demographic trends), labour market changes.

○ Also external factors, such as demands of supranational agencies and geopolitical events.

● The Nordic countries 

○ Similar social democratic and common values of universal welfare and social equality. 

○ High state involvement in VET and emphasis on tripartite relations amongst key institutions (i.e. 

government, capital, labour).

○ Common goals and challenges in VET: E.g. attracting young people and combating drop-out, 

ensuring working-life relevance, access  to higher education, inclusion of diverse student group.

○ But diverging approaches to VET.

Movement and maturity in the Nordic VET systems

Eiriksdottir, in press; Jørgensen et al., 2018; Michelsen et al., 2018



● A mature VET system

○ A system adapt in a balanced way to changing local, national, and global conditions.

○ A system that contributes autonomously, with institutional discretion, supported by clear mandates 

and frameworks that ensure quality and equity.

○ Associated with educational purposes (i.e. widening), objectives, practices (e.g. curriculum and 

pedagogic), partnerships, and participation.

● Maturity as an ideal, characteristics

○ Nationally organized, 

○ informed by key stakeholders and enacted through dedicated and local/self-regulated institutions.

○ Vocational educators have capacities and are granted the discretion and legitimacy to practice in 

ways meeting the needs of students and the local community.

○ Government and industry work in partnership and grant autonomy to vocational educators instead 

of focusing on control or compliance.

○ A collective action to enhancing the status of VET.

Maturity of VET systems

Billett, 2013, 2026



Comparison of the Nordic countries

● The five Nordic countries as cases, describing:

○ Characteristics of the VET systems.

○ The current situation and recent changes (the last 10 years or so).

○ Evaluating whether the system is moving towards or away from greater maturity.

● Characteristics and comparison 

○ Governance

○ VET curricula

○ Workplace learning

○ VET and higher education

○ Adult and continuing education

○ Teacher and trainer qualifications

Comparison across the five countries, 

evaluating movement and maturity 



Governance 

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

How is the 

system 

governed?

Tripartite 

agreements on 

laws, goals; 

shared duties for 

funding, 

implementing

Strong national 

steering; funding, 

curricula, 

evaluation 

Ministry curricula 

responsible; 11 

occupational 

councils 

represent 

vocation and 

stakeholders

Tripartite 

governance since 

1952: 

Directorate of 

E&T represents 

government

Municipality(290)

responsibility via 

funding IVET, 

governed by 

state; LO 

advisory boards

How important 

are local and 

centralised 

stakeholders?

Social partners  

central; trade 

committees (46),

+LUUs local 

training 

committees

Working Life 

Committees 

contribute to 

curricula, and 

audit assessment 

procedures

Occupational 

councils review 

curriculum from 

schools

National curricula 

tripartite govern,, 

Municipal 

counties school 

owners, local 

varied impl.

National 

curricula, locally 

implemented,

school-based 

More? Work-based 

dominates

Personalised 

study programs

Integrated 

component

2+2 model School-based

dominates

● Discussion points: Roles of trade committees/working life committees, schools, Unions, NGOs, municipalities; teacher autonomy,
How funding models steer VET

● Maturity dimension: How important is the voice of local, regional stakeholders?



Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

How important 

are local and 

centralised 

stakeholders in 

curriculum 

design and 

enactment?

Government centralised 

reform trajectory 

comprises improving 

recruitment and 

completion rate of VET, 

new program from 2030. 

Social partners crucial to 

curriculum design. 

Strong national 

steering combined 

with autonomy for 

local providers. 

Finnish VET curricula

nationally regulated, 

competence-based 

framework applied 

uniformly to young 

people and adults.

National curriculum 

guide, to create VET 

curricula, degrees of 

local autonomy, 

occupational 

competency profiles by 

the occupational 

councils for each VET 

sector 

National curriculum 

decided through 

tripartite collaboration, 

10 VET programmes, 

centralised design. 

Local variations in 

enactment.

National curriculum 

for upper secondary 

youth VET, three 

years at the upper 

secondary level, 12 

national VET 

programmes. 

Ministry of 

education key 

stakeholder in 

curriculum design.

What is the 

balance 

between 

education and 

labour market 

demands?

Curriculum reform to 

improve retention and 

completion. High degree 

of collaboration between 

social partners.

Flexible system. 

Curricula in Finnish 

VET modular, 

consisting of units that 

describe required 

competences, 

learning outcomes, 

and assessment 

criteria. 160 qualific.

Large number of VET 

programs (80-90) and 

locally oriented 

governance indicate 

high level of labour 

market relevance

Excellent recruitment 

(+50% of cohort 

choose VET), yet 

tension between VET 

as social inclusion 

and high quality VET, 

government initiatives 

to increase 

completion.

Primarily a school 

based VET system, 

centralised by ed. 

Authorities, but with 

labour market 

relations. 

Curriculum

● Has VET curriculum been shaped by educational authorities/aims or labour market requirements? 

● What should be a standard-part of the VET curricula?



Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

How are workplace 

experiences 

organised and 

integrated?

Dual model, ⅔ at 

workplaces.

Apprenticeships.

Workplaces 

approved by 

trade 

committees.

WPL integral 

(2018). Training 

agreements or 

apprenticeships. 

Duration 

individualized.

Dual model, 

different duration.

Apprenticeships 

the norm. 

Sometimes part of 

coursework.

Workplaces 

approved.

Dual model, 2 yrs 

school and 2 yrs 

apprenticeships.

Vocational in-depth 

subject at school, 

workplace exp.

Workplaces 

approved.

School based, 

WPL integrated 

(min 15 weeks). 

“Apprenticeships” 

available (2011).

Workplace learning 

linked to curriculum

What support and 

guidance in 

workplaces assist 

students’ learning?

National learning 

goals for each 

programme. 

Approval of 

workplaces. 

Journeyman’s 

exam.

National learning 

goals and 

competency 

based.

Joint assessment 

by teachers and 

workplace reps.

National learning 

goals. School 

responsible 

monitor (2022). 

Approval of wps.

Digital logbooks.

Journeyman’s 

exam.

National learning 

goals. Approval of 

wps. ePortfolios. 

Journeyman’s 

exam.

National learning 

goals. Students 

supported by 

workplace 

supervisors. 

School plays key 

role in students’ 

development.

Workplace learning

● Discussion points: How should quality of workplace learning be insured (and by whom)? Integration with school? 

● Maturity dimension: Level of national governance needed? Flexibility/autonomy granted in WPL implementation?



Higher education

● Discussion points: Are pathways to higher education important? Why? RPL based on informal workplace learning?

● Maturity dimension: Is access to HE a marker of maturity? Connection to lifelong learning approaches/structures?

● What can higher education learn from VET? Both for careers transitions and continuing professional development.

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

What kinds of 

pathways exist to 

higher education?

Limited. 

Eligibility from 

EUX–alternative 

VET track 

(2014).

Academy 

profession (AP) 

programmes 

available.

Eligibility from VET 

programmes, but 

also adult 

education. 

VET students more 

likely to enter UAS.

Limited. Eligibility 

possible in theory 

(since 2022),

but specific 

requirements build 

thresholds.

Optional bridging 

course for HE 

eligibility.

Limited. Optional 

bridging course for 

HE eligibility.

HVE pathways in 

vocational 

colleges.

Eligibility from VET 

programmes 

(except between 

2011 and 2022).

VET students more 

likely to enter HVE 

programmes.

What processes of 

recognition of prior 

learning (RPL) 

assist articulation to 

and from higher 

education?

RPL is an option 

for access to 

HE.

Competency-based 

assessment system.

RPL in connection 

to HE is limited, 

mainly pre-school 

and earliest grades 

teacher training.

RPL for access to 

HE possible after 

25 years age, with 

documentation of 

experiences and 

not eligible for all 

HE.

RPL for eligibility 

and RPL for credit, 

particularly in HVE.

Can take SweSAT 

to become eligible 

for HE.



Final Discussion

● What is missing?

● What are your main new insights?

● What would you add from your country-perspective? 
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