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VET & Culture: Intellectual Agenda - What happens with VET and VET 

research? 

 
In the intellectual agenda of the research network we identified three central themes: what 

happens to VET and VET research, where the agency and ownership in VET and VET 

research is, and how VET and VET research is being negotiated, discussed with critical, 

cross-cultural and historicizing approach. For the next meeting we suggest to focus on the 

first theme. While reflections and interpretations require discussion on other themes as well, 

we propose to continue deeper at next stage. 

 

In order to assess the role and status of VET today and in the future, we would like to raise 

issues related to the value, position and prospects in policy and research. We will collect 

different voices, specifically from different countries and regions. Out of this account an 

international and transnational status of VET could be stated. Of interest is for our network, 

if these topics are discussed, what answers you find in the policy debate and how research 

has taken these debates into account. For our next meeting and conference the above 

developed topics and questions should be guidelines for our presentations. 

 

1. Vocational education (and training) – VET as pedagogical issue 

 

VET in educational discourse 

Has VET lost its unique role as a common shared understanding. E.g. in Anglophonic 

countries you do not speak anymore about VET or “VocEd”  (Vocational Education) but 

about Career and Technical Education (CTE) in order to avoid a negative connotation, like 

VET as a „second best choice“.  

What is the accepted term in your country? Are there any shifts? 

In Japan, the official term „human resource development‟ (shokugyo noryoku kaihatsu) is 

used for this today. In order to avoid any negative connotation of VET, the Japanese Ministry 

of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) placed VET into the context of „life-long learning‟ 

in 1985. 

Since 1947, the Japanese education system has been a single-track 6-3-3-4 system: 6 years of 

primary school, 3 years of junior highschool, 3 years of senior highschool and 4 years of 

university education. Compulsory education is 9 years in all, 6 years in primary school and 3 

years in junior highschool. However, 2 new VET institutions have emerged, whose 

establishment broke up the single-track-system to some extent: the colleges of technology 

(1962), and the specialised training colleges (1976) having their origin in the miscellaneous 

schools (which continue to exist). Both are within the domain of the Japanese Ministry of 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). There are other VET 

institutions which are controlled by MHLW. 



 
(Japan Guide) 

 

VET as a concept 

In research and policy the term „Vocational“ has lost its „appeal“. The same is true for 

„Education“. Much more common are concepts like „work based learning“ „learning for 

jobs“. 

How is the situation in your country? Do researchers avoid, to write about VET? 

Since the end of the 1990s, researchers have often been using the term „career education‟ 

because of the new tendency that not all school leavers could find jobs in enterprises, and 

therefore had to try and find opportunities to get VET outside the enterprises (VET used to be 

largely enterprise-based in Japan - it was in-house training). 

 

VET and learning 

VET is seen as a smooth way to learn and acquire practical knowledge. VET as a chance for 

youngsters, which are more practically oriented.  

Does this statement fit to your country? 

No. In Japan, most young people want to attend universities. In 2010, 54,4 % of all senior 

highschool leavers went to universities and colleges (in 2008, it were even 78,0 %, including 

the students of specialised training colleges here). 

As to entering employment, the percentage of new graduates from secondary education 

(18.2 % in 2009) is smaller than the percentage of new graduates from higher education 

(68.4 % of the university leavers in 2009) (cf. figure „Percentage of New Graduates Entering 



Employment‟ below). In 2011, there were 159,169 senior high school leavers and 340,378 

university leavers entering employment. 

(cf. MEXT 2011. 

http://www.mext.go.jp/component/b_menu/other/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2011/08/11/1309705_2

_1.pdf) 

 
(MEXT 2010. http://www.mext.go.jp/english/statistics/) 

 

VET as a holistic approach 

VET always included subject-based skills and general knowledge. New qualification and 

competence approaches marginalize general knowledge and lead to a fragmented modularized 

supply. 

Do you observe similar developments in your country? 

No. In Japan, general knowledge is still very important at the transition from school to job. 

Only after having been recruited, new employees will learn subject-based skills, mainly by 

on-the-job training. Presently however, we observe a contrary development in in-house 

training: after having been recruited, new employees do no longer acquire broad enterprise-

specific skills, but rather narrow, specialised knowledge, due to the increasing differentiation 

of labour. Therefore, job rotation is not as common as it used to be, especially for university 

leavers with majors in the field of social sciences and arts. (See also my Torino contribution 

„The Role of Subject-based Skills in the Japanese Enterprises‟ Personnel Management‟) 

 

VET in the wider educational landscape 

VET and the education system 

VET is more and more just a specific orientation or part of the education system and not 

anymore a clear-cut pathway for youngsters. 

Does in your country still a general and vocational divide or gap still exist? 

http://www.mext.go.jp/component/b_menu/other/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2011/08/11/1309705_2_1.pdf
http://www.mext.go.jp/component/b_menu/other/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2011/08/11/1309705_2_1.pdf
http://www.mext.go.jp/english/statistics/


In Japan, there has never been such a clear gap (at least since the end of the 1960s). In Japan 

wird ‚gewöhnlich kein so großer Kontrast zwischen allgemeinen und beruflichen 

Kompetenzen gesehen„ (Teicher/Teichler: Der Übergang von der Hochschule in die 

Berufstätigkeit in Japan. Bildungs- und Beschäftigungssystem in Japan. Opladen: 

Leske+Budrich, 2000: 183). 

 

Is VET decreasing or – the other way around - will VET colonize the future of the whole 

(Higher) Education? (Vocationalisation of Education) 

In which direction VET and the number of VET students is driving? And is there something 

like a vocationalisation of other areas of the education system? 

In Japan, the importance of VET is decreasing at senior highschool level, however, one could 

speak of a vocationalisation of university disciplines. As mentioned above, there are 3 

institutions for VET controlled by MEXT: colleges of technology, specialised training 

colleges and miscellaneous schools. Although in 2009, there were more specialised training 

colleges (3,348) than universities (733) or junior colleges (406) (cf. figure „Number of 

Schools‟ below), the number of students of specialised training colleges (625,000) and the 

number of students of colleges of technology (59,386) was smaller than the combined number 

of students of universities and junior colleges (3,007,000) (cf. figure „Number of Schools‟ 

below; MEXT 2010 http://www.mext.go.jp/english/statistics/). Therefore, quantitatively 

speaking, the institutions for general education are still more important than the institutions 

for VET. 

 

http://www.mext.go.jp/english/statistics/


 
 

2. VET and occupations and industries 

VET, technology and production 

VET seems to be more or less a provision for skilled work based more or less on a handicraft 

technology and is much less suitable for computing and service. 

Do you agree with this statement? 

No. In Japan, skilled work is closely connected to computing in most occupations (e.g. house 

building; an exception may be workers like those in the field of metal casting in the car 

industry), especially in large-scale enterprises where computerisation of production is very 

advanced. 

The labour market is segmented not by job but by industry (cf. Akinaga 2000): There are 2 

labour markets for school graduates. The 1
st
 one is the labour market for large-scale 

enterprises, and the 2
nd

 one is the labour market for small and medium-sized companies. The 

1
st
 one is high in demand among university graduates. Thus, the subject of study is not 

important to the workers, as they will acquire work-related knowledge within their companies 

by on-the-job training. 

There are 2 „traditional‟ VET-models in Japan, depending on the labour market. The 1
st
 one is 

the large-scale enterprises‟ in-house training which applies to all areas of work, that is 

handicraft, computing and service. The 2
nd

 model is for small and medium-sized companies, 

which often do not have their own VET-system. Therefore, they hire workers, who graduated 

from specialised training colleges or miscellaneous schools before. If there are new special 

needs in production, they also send their workers to such schools. 

 

VET and enterprises 



For enterprises the need and willingness to rely on VET has been reduced, due to 

globalization and to other possibilities of recruiting (like Bachelors) 

Do enterprises still recruit apprentices, or a willing to offer places for practical learning? 

Japanese enterprises have been recruiting increasing numbers of BA leavers instead of senior 

highschool leavers since the late 1980s (cf. Sachiko Imada/Shuichi Hirata: White collar no 

shōshin kōzō. Tokyo: Japan Institute of Labour, 1995. 33). This is partly due to the fact that 

larger numbers of new graduates from upper secondary schools do not enter employment, but 

go to universities (cf. figure „Percentage of New Graduates Entering Employment‟ above). In 

2007, the number of university graduates (377,700) and the number of graduates from junior 

colleges (64,600) was larger than the number of graduates from upper secondary schools 

(212,600) (cf. Japanese Working Life Profile 2008/2009: 66 et seq.). In April 2012, 410,000 

university graduates will enter employment (cf. MHLW 2011. 

http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/houdou/2r9852000000weq7.html) while only 187,000 highschool 

graduates will begin to work in 2012 (cf. MHLW 2011. 

http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/houdou/2r9852000000ryxr.html). 

 

VET and efficiency 

VET is a highly cost-intensive program, which only affects a few students or apprentices. It 

could be more effective to deliver a school-based supply, which is supplemented by adult 

education. 

This statement fits for countries where the “dual system” plays an important role. However, 

perhaps in your country apprenticeship is planned to be fortified?  

Yes. In Japan, the government is trying to strengthen formal vocational training in public 

training centers because of the high unemployment rate among young people (it is important 

to note, however, that in Japan, besides the category „unemployed‟, there are also the 

categories „freeters‟ and „NEETs‟). 

The number of so-called „freeters‟ continued to increase until 2003, then reaching a peak of 

2.17 million, followed by a decline for 5 consecutive years (cf. 

http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/policy/affairs/dl/02.pdf). In 2008, the number of freeters 

amounted to 1,700,000. 

However, due to the 2008 Lehman shock also reaching Japan (cf. Inoue/Sugiura 2009), the 

tendency to work as freeters has since been boosting again, with 1,780,000 freeters in the year 

2009 and 1.830.000 in 2010 (cf. MHLW 2011: 20). 

http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/houdou/2r9852000000weq7.html
http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/houdou/2r9852000000ryxr.html
http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/policy/affairs/dl/02.pdf


 
 

VET and its potential of adaptation and change 

The willingness for change of the VET stakeholders is not in all countries the same. VET 

tends on the other hand to strive for more hybrid forms of learning in order to be more 

adaptive to social and economical demands. 

Is this statement true for your country? 

Yes. 

 

3. VET as social and political issue 

 

VET and social prestige 

Parents and youngsters prefer the academic track due to a wider range of options. Because of 

the notion that low school achievers should be trained, VET is seen as inferior to other 

educational pathways. 



Does this statement fit for your country? 

Yes. Due to the Confucian ethic prevailing in Japan, the academic track has always been the 

one preferred. In 2011, 2,241,426 students attended general courses, which is 73.0 % of all 

students of upper secondary schools (cf. MEXT 2011). 

 

VET and knowledge 

VET does not (anymore) seem to respond to the needs of the „knowledge society“, which is 

based more on scientific knowledge than on experienced knowledge.  

Do you find any indications for this? 

In Japan, the enterprises have started to send employees to master/doctoral courses at 

universities if they need more scientific knowledge. 

 

VET and equity 

VET is the part of a tracked educational system, which fortifies the stratification in society. 

Are there debates about such a topic in your country? 

No. Stratification of the Japanese society is rather driven by the phenomenon of elite 

universities and medical faculties, and this is a topic in Japan. 

Toshiaki Tachibanaki and Takeshi Mori‟s 2001 study showed that entrepreneurs make up the 

largest proportion of the wealthy in Japan (measured by high tax bills and/or substantial 

assets), accounting for 31.7 % of this group, followed by medical doctors (15.4 %). A further 

38.7 % was accounted for by „other‟ categories, including those in retirement, those living on 

income from investments, and those with other occupations (cf. Eswein 2010: Vocational 

education and social inequality as Japanese society makes the transition to a „global society‟. 

Script for „The Future of VET in a Changing Wold‟, conference held in the German Research 

Center for Comparative Vocational Education and Training in Cologe, 29 September-1 

October 2010). 

 

VET and welfare regime 

VET plays an important role in societies were there are strong unions and a long tradition of 

partnership whereas in liberal economies occupations and regulations are not so important. 

Do you see any indications for that in your country? 

In Japan, VET has always been a matter of the enterprises themselves. Unions are weak 

(enterprise unions). 

 

VET and its future 

The legitimacy of VET is an important element for further prospects and development of 

VET. 

Does VET play a prominent role in public and research discussion in your country? 

Yes. Today, VET is being seen as a means to enhance social equality (problem of freeters and 

NEETs). VET is justified as being part of life-long learning and as a security against 

unemployment. 

 

The aim(s) of VET 

In many countries VET was historically a phenomenon in order to integrate working class 

youth and equip them with skills for their work life. However nowadays mainly skills and 

competitiveness are the dominant notions. 

Do you observe a shift related to aims in your country? 

In Japan, the enterprises‟ in-house training never had the aim of integrating working class 

people, but creating good members of the enterprises. Japanese enterprises always wanted to 

have high-power employees. Achievement/skills/competitiveness has always been the most 

important aim.  



 

VET and ethics 

VET was responsible for an educated workforce and for social virtues. Nowadays the classic 

virtues of the educated workers have lost their relevance. 

Do you agree with this statement? 

No. Social virtues are still very important in the in-house training of Japanese enterprises. The 

problem is, that no longer all youths find a job in the enterprises. Since the 1990s, the youth-

unemployment rate has increased to 12-13 % (from 4.3 % of the youths between 15 and 24 

years in 1990; cf. Japanese Working Life Profile 2010/2011. MHLW. 

http://www.jil.go.jp/english/workinglifeprofile/10-11/6.pdf). 

 

The „ideology“ of VET 

VET culture is a non-elitist culture and one of social partnership. VET ideology praises the 

practical and manual work (cf. Richard Sennett) 

Does this approach loose relevance? 

In Japan, the VET culture has developed into a ‚corporate culture„ or ‚enterprise culture„. 

However, before 1985, there was still a craftsman ideology of VET. Therefore, craftsmen 

tended to send their children to vocational senior highschools, and not to academic senior 

highschools, even if the children had very good records (cf. Yo Takeuchi: Nihon no 

meritokurashii 1995: 196 et seq.). But after the 2nd WW, this group was a minority. 

  

http://www.jil.go.jp/english/workinglifeprofile/10-11/6.pdf


Differences between the Japanese and South Korean VET systems 

according to Yoshiaki Takahashi 
 

From 1990 to 1993, the Institute for Research on Enterprises of the Tokyo Chūō University 

compared the VET systems of Japan, South Korea and Germany, based on statistical surveys. 

Companies from the manufacturing sector were asked about their VET measures. 

 

Regarding the reasons for further training their staff, the same three answers (from a set of 

given answers) were chosen most by the Japanese, Korean and German companies: 

„Adjustments in the enterprise strategy‟, „Speeding up technological innovations‟ and 

„Change in the employees‟ work attitude or moral values‟. The way in which VET was 

organised, was also similar in the 3 countries‟ companies: responsibilities were shared within 

the enterprises. In all 3 countries, on-the-job training and small group activities were used as 

VET methods for production staff. 

 

However, there were also significant differences: as to the basic forms of organisation of 

VET, most Korean and German companies stated that they were training skilled workers by 

operating their own apprentice system, while only a few Japanese companies selected this 

answer. On the question „For which fields of duty (jobs) does your company perform VET 

most frequently?‟, most of the Japanese companies answered „For subdivision heads.‟, while 

the answer was „New employees.‟ in most Korean and German companies. 

Asked about further training measures for their top executives (in Japan: chairman, president, 

vice-president, board members and other directors; 3 main functions: develop a corporate 

vision, make strategic decisions, guide and control the company ;cf. Shimizu 1990: 626), 

most of the Japanese companies chose the answer „direct guidance by the very top 

management‟ (chairman or president), i.e. in-house training, while most of the Korean and 

German companies answered „participation in courses of universities or business schools‟, i.e. 

external training measures. 

Another item was the engineering department‟s function relative to small group activities. In 

all 3 countries, the most frequent answer here was „provide help if any questions arise with 

small group activities.‟ Many Korean and German companies also said „provide guidance, 

ranging from choosing topics to the details of the activities.‟, an answer which was chosen by 

only very few Japanese countries. According to Takahashi, this shows that small group 

activities are not so well established outside Japan. In Japan, the problems which lead to the 

adoption of a specific topic and the appropriate activities, are fed back directly from 

production (cf. Takahashi 1996: 247). 
 

All in all, the differences between the Korean and the Japanese VET systems as described 

above, seem to be caused by the countries‟ different management systems which formed 

despite the fact that both countries share many elements of the Confucian ethic. Therefore 

below, I will describe basic elements of both management systems: 

 

Differences between the Management Systems of Japan and South Korea 
 

Although Japan and South Korea share a common cultural sphere, there are clear differences 

between the management systems of both countries: according to Chan-sup Chang, the 

Japanese management system is characterised by team spirit, while the Korean system is 

oriented by individualism. Thus in Korea, „individual aspiration is as important (…) as are 

company goals‟ (Chang 1989: 236). The Japanese management is based on inside promotion, 

but the Korean management is complemented by outside selection which contributes to 

individualism (cf. Chang 1989: 232 et seq.), because „one of the most important roles of 



superiors in Korea is to promote individual aspiration in order to achieve the goals of the 

company‟ (Chang 1989: 236-237). 

 

The Japanese management is based on lifetime employment, while the Korean management 

does not insist on this, because „although an employee is guaranteed lifetime employment, he 

is not reluctant to give up the privilege if he sees little opportunity to develop his own 

aspirations and if other companies promise to provide better opportunities for him. If such is 

the case, he just quits the company and joins the more attractive one‟ (Chang 1989: 237) (cf. 

figure 1). 

 

Country 

Feature 

Japan South Korea 

Decision-making consensus consensus 

Duration of employment 

 

lifetime employment lifetime employment - may 

be given up voluntarily 

Individualism vs. group 

sprit 

team spirit very important individualism 

Loyalty very strong strong 

Mobility immobility flexible mobility 

Management development inside promotion both inside promotion and 

outside selection 

Leadership style rigid authoritarian and 

paternalistic 

flexible authoritarian and 

paternalistic 

Compensation based on seniority based on seniority and merit 

rating 

Government and business close relation and 

cooperation 

close relation and 

cooperation 

Work ethic Confucian work ethic Confucian work ethic 

Mottoes emphasised in 

organisations 

„wa‟ (human harmony) „inwha dangyul‟ (human 

harmony and solidarity) 

Figure 1: Comparison between the Japanese and South Korean management 

(Chang 1989: 232) 

 

These differences are due to different value systems which have emerged from a common 

base, Confucianism, which Dong-Ki Kim characterises as follows: 

„Confucianism, as is widely known, is a school of teachings by the great Chinese scholar 

Confucius. Loyalty between king and subject, love between father and son, distinction 

between husband and wife, respect between young and old, and trust between friends, (called 

the Five Ethical Codes, and Three Rules) are the core of the teachings. Among them, the three 

key elements of the philosophy are „to learn to be a son through filial piety to one‟s father, to 

learn to be a subject through loyalty to the king, and to learn to be friend through trust in 

friends‟‟ (Kim 1989: 134-135). 

 

Although the Korean and the Japanese value systems are both based on Confucianism, they 

feature some major differences, which Dong-Ki Kim describes as follows: 

- „Koreans area status-oriented while the Japanese are goal or task-oriented. 

- Koreans value „filial piety‟ to their parents most highly while the Japanese consider 

„loyalty‟ to their superiors in the company or the nation most important. 

- Koreans tend to feel more comfortable with vertical or centralised human relationships 

while the Japanese have horizontal or organisational human relations, and 



- Koreans emphasise individualism and are family-centred while the Japanese have a 

tendency towards collectivism‟ (Kim 1989: 138-139). 

 

Korea Japan 

Status-oriented Goal or task-oriented 

filial piety‟ „loyalty‟ to their superiors in the company or 

the nation 

vertical or centralised human relationships horizontal or organisational human relations 

Individualism/ family-centred collectivism 

Figure 2: Comparison between the value systems of the Korean and the Japanese 

(Kim 1989: 134-135) 
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