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Vocational Educational Theory – Historical Research on Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) 
 
1 Conceptual Clarification 
 

The concept of historical research on vocational education and training (VET) refers to the 
value of historical memory and critical reflection. The quest for an educational-political and 
vocational-pedagogical orientation in the present as well as for the future has to be based on the 
history of VET as being the sum of relevant experiences of different social groups during the 
development process of a labor culture. 

If history serves as a master teacher or in better words, if historical incidents are used for 
better understanding and interpretation of current problems, the following premise is suitable: at 
all times social, economic, political and cultural as well as vocational training phenomena have 
also been historical phenomena. Today’s society, its composition, its structures and institutions, 
its potentials and opportunities as well as its problems and challenges are being handed down by 
history. Existing social structures certainly do not originate out of themselves. They are 
influenced by the specific historical interests of particular economic groups within the changing 
terms of contemporary history. They can also be altered by and through these same interests. This 
connection between the past and the present also applies for research on vocational education and 
training. Just as other tasks of society, it is affected by history. Its function and its current 
condition as well as its prospects depend on the one hand on social-economic conditions, and on 
the other hand on configurations concerning economics, interests, power and training policy, 
which have been developed through the historical process of constant changes. 

Vocational educational theory can not be seen as separated from history; it is rather deeply 
rooted in it. Because of this, research on vocational education and training has a deeply historical 
character which means a non-historical perception is excluded. Today's theory and practice of 
vocational education and training adapt historical inputs which refer in particular to individual 
qualifications. In other words, they refer to the notion of occupation and work as constitutive 
elements of human existence as well as to the notion of an adequate organization of vocational 
training (see STRATMANN et al. 1980 pp; PÄTZOLD/WAHLE 2000; STRATMANN 1999; WAHLE 
1999). 

This complex matter is dealt with by historical research on vocational education and training, 
which dates back to the late 19th century (see DEUTSCHE FORSCHUNGSGEMEINSCHAFT 1990, 89). 
Since that time historical research on VET as an aspect of pedagogical science has been 
developed and differentiated into a specialized field of research on economic job training and 
pedagogy. In particular since the early 1970s historical research on VET has more and more been 
developed within the vocational educational theory into an academic discipline with a broad 
methodological, theoretical and thematic horizon. Modern historical research on VET with all its 
variations and different approaches focuses on: 

--the relationships between social organization and legitimation of work-as-vocation which 
are embedded in the historical process as well as the transformation of these relationships, 

--the history of institutionalization, formalization and modernization of on-the-job training as 
well as school-based vocational training, 

--the development of vocational-training-oriented and vocational-pedagogical theories, 
including the different facets of their ideological characters, 



--the construction of vocational educational theory as an academic discipline, respectively as 
a part of pedagogical sciences. 

 
The leading interest in the treatment of these matters and the connected research questions are 
by no means antiquarian and concerned with the construction of some kind of vocational 
education and training museum full of dusty facts. Quite the opposite: historical research on 
vocational education and training aims at providing an orientation for current and future 
questions which refer to vocational education and training. Accordingly, the history of 
vocational education and training, in its double function as representation and object of 
research, is in a key position in respect of the permanent dealing with traditionally formative 
conditions and persistent metamorphic tendencies of vocational training. This programmatic 
approach has a great significance for the imprint of historical-vocational training and can be 
summed up by the following expression of the famous German poet Erich Kästner (1899-
1974): historical research on vocational education and training continually unearths a kind of 
“News from Yesterday,” which in turn has to be integrated into current relevant debates. 

 
2 Differentiation between Research Fields and Traditions 

Historical research on VET is, as emphasized, a part of the discipline of pedagogical science. 
Accordingly its focus lies on pedagogically relevant circumstances, or to be more exact: on the 
question of how educational and pedagogical processes in the domains of work, vocation and 
occupation have been formed in different epochs. This leads to a central problem, not only for 
historical research on vocational education and training. Namely, it has to be clarified what it 
means if vocational training appears as a central aim of pedagogy, in other words, if the term 
“vocation” is linked to the terms of education and training. For this historical analysis it is quite 
important to get additional information, but research is in no way limited on historical research 
on vocational education and training. As always the complex relationship between the individual 
and the world of work is affected, there is way for analytical problems, aiming at the respective 
problems of particular disciplines: These are, among others, the disciplines of history, sociology, 
in particular work and occupational sociology or industrial and organizational sociology, as well 
as (governmental) job market and occupational research. There are also further academic 
disciplines as well as areas of research and practical work, in which the complicated matter of 
“humans, work and occupation” is likewise very important. These are, for example, occupational 
and work laws, occupational medicine and psychology, job counselling or the politics of the job 
market. In terms of semantic and/or concept-historical questions within this subject the 
disciplines of philosophy and literary history are concerned. 

Therefore, there are countless research fields which are examined in respect of special research 
interests of different disciplines. However, regarding the content there are intersections between 
the different research and praxis areas, which means that there is no strict line in definition 
between them. Even more, each discipline benefits of the proceeds of the others, so in no way 
they lose their respective independence, but rather keep it. 

In this sense, historical research on vocational education and training is of high utility value for 
other academic and practical fields, so it is difficult to separate all corresponding areas strictly 
from one another, if it is not even unnecessary. This can be illustrated by an example: in current 
sociological discussion, among others, the subject of the end of “occupation” as itself as the result 
of deeply reaching changes in the world of work is a controversial subject. With a similar 
tendency this problem also arose during the industrial revolution. By this time it aroused a debate 
about the displacement of the traditional, corporatist concept of vocation by the allegedly lifeless 
form of gainful employment in the factory. This was related, as today, to a process of changes in 



work and occupational structures, with regard to the erosion of an ideologically intensified and 
strengthened concept of occupation, as well as to the respectively connected social and 
educational-political consequences. Indeed, current sociological discussions on this subject do 
not explicitly refer to occupational-therapeutical-historical cognizances, but historical research on 
vocational training can absolutely offer interesting clues (see BAETHGE 2000; ECKERT 2003; 
PÄTZOLD/WAHLE 2000; PÄTZOLD/WAHLE 2003; SCHLÜTER/STRATMANN 1985). This shows that it 
is at least problematic to distinguish clearly between historical research on vocational education 
and training and other areas of research and disciplines. Nevertheless, within the modern division 
of labor in the academic establishment certain topics can be differentiated: for example, studies of 
historical research on youth focus on extracurricular activities rather than on vocational duties of 
young people; socialization processes, which have been imparted by general-education schools, 
are seen as areas of interest for historical school pedagogy; and questions which are related to 
occupation are dealt with as being a central and primordial sphere for vocational and economic 
pedagogy. Thus these different disciplines within the educational science only conditionally refer 
to each other and accordingly they use and develop their own basic theoretical approaches. At the 
same time it is of importance that original vocational and economical-pedagogical questions are 
very seldom, if at all, in the center of these disciplines. Meanwhile, the possibility of 
interdisciplinary collaboration is not necessarily prevented; admittedly the still existing restraints 
are to be overcome. In contrast, the differentiation between current research programs and the 
conscience of research traditions is less complicated. 

Regarding content and emphases, the basic methodological approaches and the programmatic 
orientation differ enormously between older and contemporary historical research on vocational 
education and training. In this context the 1920s can be seen as a turning point, because at that 
time vocational educational theory had been established as an academic subject. All through this 
it has, with respect to its objects of research, been affected by the following self-conception: the 
focus laid on the part-time vocational school, closely related to the construction of academically-
based training for teachers of part-time vocational schools, which was introduced at that time (see 
LISOP/GREINERT/STRATMANN 1990; STRATMANN 1989, 177). This constrained point of view has 
also been used in historical VET research. It was farther constricted by the fact that only those 
educational questions were discussed which regarded male youth, although gradually training 
opportunities for girls opened up in handicrafts, industry and trade. Because vocation has not 
been seen as a valid life prospect for girls, rather as a transition stage between leaving school and 
marriage or motherhood, girls were a neglected factor (see BÜCHTER 2001; LANGE 1996; MAYER 
1992; MAYER 1998; SCHLÜTER 1987). To the same degree older historical research on VET 
forewent the analysis not only of the changes of work and social milieus that were embedded in 
the industrial process but also of the connected political consequences for vocational training. 
Even though this problem has been recognized by the Organization for Social Politics (Verein für 
Sozialpolitik), historical research on vocational education and training did not deal with it 
exhaustively. 

This was due to the narrowed perspective of the discipline as well as to its methodical 
orientation. It based on a particular social-scientific access and empirical-analytical as well as 
historical social-scientific contextualizations were systematically suppressed. Instead, it 
concentrated in particular on laying out a history of the idea of vocation itself. This was 
aggravated by the fact that the concept of vocation in pedagogy had been used more likely as a 
normative term than as a heuristic one. Thus, Georg Kerschensteiner (1854-1932), one of the 
most famous representatives of classical theories on VET, created a specific pedagogical idea for 
the concept of vocation at the beginning of the 20th century, in which a recourse to the corporate 
principle of “Vocatio”, connected with an exemplary work ethic, created an alliance with the 



modern image of the citizen (see KERSCHENSTEINER 1966/68; STRATMANN 1999, 631pp). This 
value-laden notion of vocation outlived not only the era of national socialist dictatorship – 
although it was superceded by the so-called “peoples’ (Volk) community” – but existed only 
slightly modified from the first decades of the 20th century up to the end of World War II (see 
BAUMGARDT 1979, 161; KIPP/MILLER-KIPP 1995, 539pp; SEUBERT 1977). Not until the middle of 
the 1970s did critical voices begin to arise against such normatively in-line usage of the term 
vocation and pleaded for a demythologisation (see STRATMANN 1975). 

This very limited orientation of vocational educational theory had far-ranging consequences 
for historical research on vocational training. Thus one research field was exhausted in the 
tendency towards a rather affirming and less critical reconstruction of the traditional 
comprehension of vocation. In addition to this history of ideas a history of institutions raised that 
was mostly characterised by an abstinence of meta-theories (see HEID/LEMPERT/ZABECK 1980). 
Moreover, up to the 1970s the field of historical research on VET was furthermore restricted. It 
concentrated almost exclusively on training in the Dual System of VET, primarily on 
commercial-technical vocations – and thus implicitly on masculine trainees – and in this 
predominantly focused on the vocational school as the place of learning, less often on the 
company. 

This changed only recently, namely in the beginning of the 1970s. Since then historical 
research on vocational education and training operates with relatively consistent research 
strategies and continuous activities. Last but not least because of this the earlier narrowness of 
historical vocational-pedagogical research could have been overcome and furthermore a change 
of perspective could have been initiated. In this context, two aspects are of particular interest. 
Firstly, since that time the pedagogical disciplines are oriented more strongly towards the social 
sciences, and related to this, vocational educational theory in a historical perspective has a clear 
social-historical focus. Secondly, since the end of the 1970s countless incentives have emanated 
from the so-called “new women’s movement”. Thus female youth get more and more addressed 
by vocational education and training. After this renunciation from existing research traditions the 
non-historical reception of vocational-pedagogical theories as well as institutionally-fixated 
perspectives were modified.  

Older findings were, at least partially, corrected by modern research contributions, which 
strive for the reconstruction of a social history of VET and its modernization. This demonstrates 
to what extent modern historical research on vocational education and training compared to the 
relevant research traditions is limited and how it can be seen today. Historical research both in the 
field of vocational educational theory and vocational education and training sets itself on a new 
and (self)-critical contact with history. Last but not least, the current condition and the standards 
of historical research on VET are wide. 
 
3 On the Themes, Concerns and Methodological Orientations of Modern Historical 

Research on VET  
Over centuries work and occupation have been in the focus of human thinking. In the 

perspective of historical research on VET the following aspects might be seen as in need of 
explanation: the changing relationship between vocational and training systems in different eras, 
the traditions and changes in on-the-job and school-based training as well as the theories of how 
(vocational) training’s patterns of legitimatization, in particular the transformation processes, 
impacted the self-conception of those groups and institutions, which are relevant in and for 
vocationally-respective training entities. For this reason a quite extensive research field opens up 
which offers wide research tasks. The prosperity of those researches can be demonstrated not 
only by countless journals, detailed inquiries and special studies, but also by the fact, that 77 



individual contributions had been published in the context of the vocational-pedagogical 
historical congress, which took place every two years between 1987 and 1995. At the same time 
these essays reflect the thematical emphases which the current historical research on vocational 
education and training is processing urgently, as well as the methodological orientations which 
are relevant in the process. So, to summarize, in current vocational-pedagogical historical 
research the following thematic aspects are favoured: the reconstruction of theories of vocational 
education and  training and the problem of their political instrumentalization, the connection 
between VET and industrial requirements (see Wahle 2007a), the relationship between VET and 
social change, as well as the question of modernization of vocational education and training. The 
most emphasized historical epochs are the 19th century, in particular the Kaiserreich, somewhat 
less the National Socialist dictatorship (see, for example, HERKNER 2003) and the so-called 
“Restoration Phase” at the end of World War II. Relatively few treatises concentrate on the 
Middle Ages or the earliest aspects of industrialization. 

Within methodological access to single points of focus there are mainly empirical, historical 
and theoretical processes. If the methodological access uses data analysis and interpretation (see, 
for example, POELKE 1987; STRATMANN 1992, 399pp) or if written, pictorial (paintings, 
photographs) or filmed sources are systematically historically examined and interpreted with the 
help of hermeneutical practices (see, for example, KIPP 2003; WAHLE 2007b; WEISE 2001) or if 
an experimental subject is explained by the help of specific theories (for example sociological, 
see BAETHGE 1970, or modernization theories as in STRATMANN/PÄTZOLD/WAHLE 2003). In 
short: within all of the different methodological backgrounds and their groupings of historical 
research on VET, research cannot be characterized as either illustration or validation research, 
regardless of the circumstances depicted. That means that it doesn’t matter if theoretical points of 
reference for the respective work are grounded in, for example, a social, economic, cultural or 
modernization-theoretical background. Such theories can be considered as heuristic points of 
reference, which provide specific directions for enquiry. Therefore, the heterogeneity of these 
qualitative and quantitative source materials can be seen as a big advantage. 

This heterogeneity implicates, that historical case studies of VET research really deserve their 
good reputation for being factually multidimensional and for showing complex facts of historical 
interrelations. In this sense the following research program for modern historical research on 
vocational education and training is constitutive: in demand are concepts to which the analysis 
and interpretation of the history of vocational education and training and its theories can be 
applied, as part of a social history of work, of patterns of organization, of change in its basic 
parameters as well as of ideological legitimation of all of the above. According to this, the 
various fields of analysis, methods and directions of interpretation all merge into a single goal: to 
explain the historical-social realities of work, vocation, occupation as well as the qualification 
and socialization processes which are based on them. 

 
4 Problems and Perspectives of Development 

The current status of modern research on the history of vocational education and training is, 
despite its productivity and its incontrovertible success, quite dissatisfying. Recently its 
usefulness is more and more doubted, its work results are not extensively discussed and the 
representatives of historical research on VET are on the defensive (see, among others, KIPP 2000; 
SEUBERT 2000; KLUSMEYER 2000). This currently marginal existence of historical research on 
VET is pointed out in referring to the contents of the 1995 “Handbook of Vocational Training”. 
Among the 40 contributions there is only one article about the history of German vocational 
education and training (GREINERT 1995), and only seldom do the other texts refer to the relevance 
of the reconstruction of historical circumstances of vocational education and training in terms of 



the handling of contemporary and future challenges for VET. Consequently, the history of 
vocational education and training does not seem to fit very well into the fields of current 
vocational educational theory. Corresponding projects and results are seldom well-received 
outside of the small circle of historically-interested people. In fact, while historical research has 
not yet been declared as obsolete, its contributions are very often seen as unimportant to the 
discipline. 

In addition to these problems, historical research on vocational education and training is also 
coping with two further questions. The first question is, with regard to its position and standards, 
how it can successfully be positioned within the academic establishment (compare REINISCH 
2000, 35pp).The second question deals with the discussion of a new methodological concept and 
a reflective historical base of research on vocational education and training (see HASFELD 1996, 
1pp; GONON 2001; ZABECK 2000). In this context the newly strengthened critique of such 
approaches to research are quite important which allegedly promote vocational-pedagogical 
historical descriptions which are literalized and show a distance from empiricism. This critique 
warns of the danger of following a naive, vocational-pedagogical historicism, of a selective 
access to the problems and sources in the interests of an engaged historical writing and of the 
danger of eventually using research results unreflectedly as argumentative support of the 
instrumentalization of training-political demands (compare STRATMANN/PÄTZOLD et al. 2003, 
344pp). 

Although these critical objections are quite motivating and worth of discussion, the richness 
of such a vocational-pedagogical historical experimentation concept is indisputable, which does 
not limit its experimental power on vocational education and training in the narrower sense but 
rather promotes much broader social, political or cultural results and discourse for historical 
research.  

Historical research on vocational education and training contributes to a deepened knowledge 
about continuity and change in VET research and practice, but this is only possible with adequate 
material resources for scholarship. This is a serious problem that has still not been satisfactorily 
solved. The more clearly this last question can be solved, the better the chances are that historical 
research on VET can rely on the connections it has to earlier developments in pedagogical history 
which were outlined in the 1970s as well as progress in respect to future developments. However, 
there are still fundamental research questions that remain unsolved. In reference to that, there are 
at least four problem areas and fields of action – first of all the status of vocational education and 
training of girls and women as well as the changes they have experienced within different 
historical processes, secondly the analysis of pictures and films of significant histories of 
vocational education and training, thirdly the relevant social groups (such as social partners, 
administrators) and fourthly research on further education occurring on the job which exceeds 
existing approaches (FAULSTICH/ZEUNER 2001). That means that studies need to be acquired 
which are critical of the present leaderships and ideologies and furthermore which continue to 
further enrich scientific holdings in a socio-historically accented way. It is important to note that 
historical research on VET is necessary and should continue to be promoted, precisely because it 
is a crucial foundation for VET as a whole – the results of this research allow to come to 
informed decisions in the present and in the future with regards to vocational education and 
training. 
Furthermore, the direct practical value of historical research on VET is pointed out by the 
Enquête-Commission’s “Future Educational Politics – Education 2000” – the German 
Parliament’s survey on the Dual System of vocational education and training – which is 
published in the third edition.  
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