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(This is a first concept paper, which aspired to outline a potential perspective for a compara-

tive study of the Finish and the Swiss VET systems. Please understand it as a foundation for 

discussion.) 

 

Introduction 

 

Definition vocational education and training 

According to the “Second report on vocational training research in Europe” by CEDEFOP, 

vocational education and training can be broadly defined. It comprises all organised or struc-

tured activities – whether or not they lead to a recognised qualification. The aim is to provide 

people with knowledge and skills that are necessary in order to perform a job or a set of jobs.  

Trainees in initial or continuing training undertake thus work preparation  respectively to 

adapt their skills to changing requirements (Descy/Tessaring 2002 p. 3). In the following pa-

per the term is narrowed to the initial vocational education.  

 

The relevance of comparative research in vocational education and training 

The comparative and international research in vocational education and training (VET) has 

gained in importance during the past few years. Due to the changing economic conditions, the 

proceeding “European integration”, and the controversies about “globalisation” and “interna-

tionalisation”, an increasing interest in comparative research in vocational education and 

training has become noticeable. Comparative research accompanies this change. The research 

depends on information and analyses of different VET systems. For example: research on 

conditions, processes, and general settings of vocational education and training (Lauterbach 

2003, p. 413). Also such competitive advantages depend more and more on knowledge. As a 

result the national vocational education and training systems are relevant site-related factors. 

This will affect terms of investment (Severing 2005, p. 7). 
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According to this increased requirements for information on educational and vocational edu-

cation and training systems in a context of their political, socialstructural, cultural and eco-

nomic general conditions and on comparative studies exists (George 1997, p. 153).  

 

 

State of the art of comparative VET research in Switzerland  

Due to the differences between national educational systems, the European context alone of-

fers a particularly heterogeneous and complex field of research. Accordingly, there is a pleth-

ora of publications and research projects in various disciplines. They pursue a wide variety of 

research questions on different institutional levels. 

Considering the VET research in Switzerland, the situation is different. There are almost no 

comparative studies. One of the few publications, “From school to productive work” (Bier-

hoff/Prais 1997) compares the British and the Swiss VET systems. It is not surprising that 

Swiss researchers call for empirical surveys on the Swiss VET system and for comparative 

studies (Dubs 2005, p. 53, 85; Frick 2006, p. 40; Backes-Gellner 2006, p. 148). 

 

 

Thematic focus on the comparison of the Finish and Swiss VET systems  

 

Training arrangements   

The European VET system constitutionally differ in the emphasis of general education  and 

vocational education, as well as in the school based and the working based organisation of 

VET (Müller 2002, p. 54). At the system level it is possible to distinguish between four train-

ing arrangements:  

1) Dual system (Training in enterprise and vocational schools/colleges) 

2) School-based system (Full-time vocational schooling) 

3) Mixed systems (Full-time vocational schooling with practical training) 

4) Work-based training systems (Training in enterprise). 

 

Transition from the education system to working life 

The transition from education and training to working life is an important criterion for the 

performance of a VET system respectively for the coordination between training demand and 

qualification needs.  
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In comparison with adults, young people are at a relative disadvantage in the labour market. 

Unemployment is having more impact on young people, especially the less qualified, than on 

adults. Young people are occupying more precarious jobs and are experiencing increasingly 

long periods of transition between leaving the education and training system and finding sta-

ble employment (Descy/Tessaring 2002, pp. 33).  

Comparative research is a very useful instrument in analyzing the determinants of this transi-

tion. It allows to measure the differences and similarities between VET in different countries, 

to compare the process of labour market integration and to identify the determining factors of 

these processes (Descy/Tessaring 2002, p. 34). 

 

Rauner (2006, pp. 13) distinguishes between four “transition models”. The transitions, from 

general education schools to VET (first swell ), as well as the transition from VET to working 

life (second swell), differ in temporal and institutional terms as well as in form and content 

(Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

 

1. Model  

In this model (Figure 2) the first swell coincide with the second. The transition occurs from 

school to working life. In this system the internal labour markets are predominant. The occu-

pation is rather marginal. According to this the vocational education an training as a phase in 

occupational career between school and working life doesn’t take place. This form of VET 

exists for example in Japan.  
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2. Model 

In the second Model (Figure 3) the transition period is rather long and little regulated. The 

transitions both the first swell and the second swell are high. Attendance in qualification pro-

grams is on the one hand tight-knit with the entrance in the employment system as well with 

the beginning of an occupation. But on the other hand a longer waiting situation, during the 

job seeking is possible. In order to avoid qualification-deficits the system has low skill needs 

and undertakes “on the job training”. This form of VET is representative for Great Britain and 

USA.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
          Figure 3 
 

3. Model 

Characteristic for this model (Figure 4) is a regulated system based on dual vocational educa-

tion and training. The first swell as well as the second swell is very low. The transition to the 

training system is very soft, because the adolescent evolves from a student into a skilled 

worker. Due the membership of an enterprise as a trainee, the chances for an employment 

after the training period are good. In this transition model the educational system and the la-

bour market are connected by the “institution” occupation. The dual model exists in Denmark, 

Germany, Austria and Switzerland.    
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4. Model 

In this model (Figure 5) the transition from school to working life is arranged by a school 

based VET system. While the first swell is very smooth, the second one is the determining 

transition to the employment system for students. This form of VET is representative for the 

most European countries.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
          Figure 5 
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A fundamental advantage of the dual model is definitely the soft transition for students from 

the educational system into the VET system, associated with a fluent change to a skilled 

worker. But under precondition, that the dual system has no failure, respectively training de-

mand agrees with qualification needs.  

 

In recent years this low transition-swell has increased, with consequences for the attractive-
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The debate on strengths and weakness of the dual system is suggested only in brief, in order 

to point out, that due to economic and social structural transformation, changes in VET and 

employment system are pendent.  

 

Through a comparison with another VET system new aspects and perspectives for a modifica-

tion of the dual system could be received. The inclusion of an international dimension offers 

an additional point of view and argumentations, which liven up both academic discussion and 

educational and training policy debates (Gonon 1998, p. 52).  

 

The paper focus on a comparison of the Swiss dual VET system with the Finish school based 

VET system, in the context of their political, social and economical general conditions.  

 

  

The Swiss VET system 

(Source BBT 2006) 

Vocational education and training provides two thirds of young adults in Switzerland with a 

professional basis for lifelong learning. The most common form of VET is the training in the 

dual system. In addition in businesses an apprenticeship can also consist of a school based 

training form. Vocational education and training takes place at upper secondary and tertiary 

levels. It is based on clearly defined vocational opportunities. Furthermore it is very flexible: 

it is possible for people to follow up further vocational opportunities and change courses in 

their professional life relatively simply.    

 

The initial vocational education and training (Berufliche Grundbildung) at upper secondary 

level leads to recognised professional qualifications. There offered three possible forms:  

• Three or four-year basic training course with Federal Certificate: 

Provides the necessary qualifications for practising a specific profession and offers ac-

cess to further vocational education and training.  

• Two-year basic training course leading to a Basic Federal Certificate: 

This training allows students who are less strong academically to obtain a recognised 

federal qualification adapted to their needs. An access to a three or four-year basic 

training course with a federal certificate is possible 
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• Federal Professional Baccalaureate: 

The Federal Professional Baccalaureate complements vocational education and train-

ing with a Federal Certificate through further general education. It provides direct ac-

cess to universities of applied sciences.  

 

Vocational education and training is a task that involves the Confederation (strategic man-

agement, steering and development), the cantons (implementation and supervision) and vari-

ous professional organisations (curricula and apprenticeships).  

 

 

The Finish VET system 

(Source Finish National Board of Education 2005) 

 

In common initial vocational education is provided in vocational institutions (full-time 

schooling) in accordance with the relevant curriculum, combined with learning in the work-

place. In addition, it is also possible to take upper secondary vocational qualifications in the 

form of competence-based qualifications, which are specifically designed for adults with pre-

vious work experience. As a practical form of VET, the Finish education system offers also a 

form of apprenticeship training. 

The certificate in initial VET takes two or three years. A three-year VET certificate offers 

access to all forms of higher education.  

Vocational education and training mainly falls within the administrative sector on the national 

level. The Government decides about the national objectives of VET. The Ministry of Educa-

tion is responsible for defining education policy and for regulating, steering and financing 

VET. The Finish National Board of Education is an expert and development body, which for 

example issues the National Core Curricula and determines vocational skills requirements.  

 

 

The decision for a comparative study of the Finish with the Swiss VET system are based on 

the following considerations (among other things): 

• Initially Finland is due to the results of PISA an interesting country for an comparison, 

also with regard to that PISA doesn’t focus on VET 
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• Furthermore the study should be based upon a comparison with a school-based coun-

try. Very often the French VET system is adducted for such comparisons. In this re-

spect Finland offers new perspectives.  

• At last, but also very important there a practical reasons, like valuable contacts and 

contact persons in Finland.  

 

 

Aim of the concept 

The aspired comparison of the Finish and the Swish VET system has following central aims: 

• On the one hand it is aspired to highlight the current situation of the Swiss VET sys-

tem.   

• On the other hand through a comparison it is possible to point out the fundamental 

functionality of the two VET systems better founded than through an isolated consid-

eration.    

 

The comparison ought to be focused on the transition period from VET to working life in the 

two VET systems. Phrased in research questions: 

• How are the transitions between VET and entrance in the labour market regulated? 

• Are there different patterns for the transition into working life?  

• How big is the risk of youth unemployment?  

• Have the institutional frameworks an influence on these processes? […]  
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