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Introduction: the international debate

The international discussion about the increasing importance of vocational edu-
cation and training (VET) is back on the agenda of bi- and multilateral donors
(OECD, 2009a; Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008; ILO, 2008; World Bank,
2007; DFID, 2007; European Training Foundation (ETF), 2006a; Bundesmin-
isterium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), 2006) for
three reasons. First, although the UNESCO Education for All initiative has been
successful in improving enrolment rates and the quality of primary education, a
new problem has arisen in terms of how to promote employability among sec-
ondary education graduates. Secondly, global ecological, social and economic
development trends provide a rationale for VET and human capital development,
as a better skilled labour force is a required precondition for sustainable devel-
opment, based on coping with ecological issues using appropriate technologies
and maintaining infrastructures that minimise pollution and reduce the green-
house effect.Thirdly, socioeconomic development requires specific kinds of quali-
fied human capital. Whereas knowledge-based economies are likely to increase
employment opportunities for non-academic post-secondary and university
graduates, middle- and low-income countries are likely to require another kind of
human capital stock, with emerging industries and the modern crafts sector
demanding the kind of professional qualifications that cannot be acquired in
general secondary education.

In the new debate,VET is considered by development experts and donors to be
a specific human capital development instrument that can be effective in promot-
ing socioeconomic progress. Investments in VET are viewed as an approach to
increasing economic competitiveness and reducing poverty in the triangle of pro-
ductivity, employability and sustainable growth.This has led to a new international
debate on education (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008; Bundesministerium
für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), 2006), where it is
recognised that educational achievement or social demand policies alone are no
longer suitable reference points for international cooperation.With the new focus,
the functional attractiveness of VET and human capital development has been
restored after 20 years of a rather low educational profile in international coop-
eration. Effective VET in different environments and as a tool for overall socio-
economic development has consequences for partner country capacities — at
different systemic levels — to reform, implement, manage and conduct training,
but also for donor interventions (European Training Foundation, 2008). After
briefly broaching the VET problems in the partner countries, we shall discuss the
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above mentioned issues and draw some strategic conclusions regarding future
reforms and international cooperation in VET.

Vocational Education and Training in Developing and Transition
Countries

Traditional approaches to VET took an inner systemic perspective, with VET as a
coherent part of the overall education system. Thus, VET could be improved to
ensure that young people and adults from the lower social classes could benefit
from specific educational programmes, leading to (self-) employment as workers or
technicians. The ‘vocationalisation’ of secondary education began in the 1970s
(Lauglo, 2004) with a focus on the social demand for skills and competences that
could be supplied to less privileged groups. The promotion of social inclusion
through VET was a core objective as it would narrow educational gaps and avoid
social fragmentation.

The current, more functional, discussion of VET systematically takes into
account the fact that the growth, employability and productivity of individuals and
enterprises all require up-to-date work-related competences rather than more
general educational achievements. VET driven by a human capital development
focus on employability and productivity in recent donor discussions is inspired by
the evidence that VET systems are contingent on specific social and economic
contexts (McCoshan, 2008; Luhmann, 1993). VET might be widespread and
institutionalised in formal education system structures but it can also exist in more
non-formal learning structures on farms and in enterprises. But the crucial issue is
not concrete systemic structures, but the linkages between investment in training
to increase human capital and accelerate economic and social progress.

This article adopts the OECD definition of human capital: ‘the knowledge,
skills, competencies and attributes embodied in individuals that facilitate the
creation of personal, social and economic wellbeing’ (OECD, 2001, p. 18) which
refers to economic and social progress yet keeps the focus on individuals and their
qualifications. A narrow economic definition of human capital (Ederer, 2006) does
not fit with the realities of EU partner countries; most of these do not view
education and training systems as driven by the ‘economics of education’ para-
digm, despite having few resources to invest in their education system. The fact
that social objectives (such as the integration of disadvantaged groups) still play an
important role in educational policy making leads to different political priorities in
lesser developed countries than in developed countries which have other social
assistance tools and instruments.

Health assistance, nutrition and vocational guidance are available outside the
education system in order to assist vulnerable groups and to better integrate them
in society. These options enable education systems to strictly focus on issues such
as teaching and learning effectiveness and quality.This is not the case in many EU
partner countries, which frequently use the education system for basic social
assistance such as nutrition and health. Even donors support such approaches to
the basic development of cognitive skills, health care and nutrition in early child-
hood development (Gaag et al., 1998) or in basic education.

VET rapidly expanded as from the 1960s, mostly under the auspices of labour
or education ministries.The former Soviet Union had a school-based VET system
that cooperated to some extent with enterprises. Better performing students
directly took up university studies, whereas those who were destined to work
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in blue-collar jobs enrolled in the VET system. Nevertheless, former socialist
countries also established options for students wanting to access universities after
initial vocational training. Formal technical education under the responsibility of
education ministries was considered an alternative access route to post-secondary
technical programmes and universities (Gallart, 2003).

Yet recent demographic developments and rising youth unemployment in
Arab countries (World Bank, 2008; United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), 2006) and in some Central Asian countries have raised a fundamental
question in regard to VET-driven human capital development: how can employ-
ability and productivity that contribute simultaneously to poverty reduction and
economic competitiveness be fostered? This is the core issue in the international
debate on sustainable VET policies.

From an institutional perspective,VET in partner countries must be considered
as having to fulfil educational tasks and objectives while simultaneously making
functional contributions to sustainable socio-economic development (Wallenborn,
2008). Implementation of this perspective is not always coherent because VET
applies policies developed by different ministries and is also offered by the private
sector — a diversity that is partly the result of existing social disparities. Further-
more, both formal and non-formal VET must be taken into account, as the latter
plays a relevant role in informal learning processes supported by rural development
or within the livelihood context (European Training Foundation, 2009; Atcho-
arena, 2006). In all these different approaches to training, there is a need to outline
the relevance for human capital formation so as to achieve development goals, such
as poverty alleviation through income generation, greater equity in education
systems and enhanced skill-based productivity and employment.

The specific contribution of VET in a human capital development perspective
is its capacity to enhance the productivity of individuals and enterprises for
economic consolidation and social wellbeing (Wallenborn, 2004). Functional
aspects such as labour market relevance, environmental issues and employability
are more relevant than educational achievements. Moreover, even developing
countries need to consider VET reforms to be a precondition for the development
of transnational economies that are capable of attracting foreign direct investment
through a suitable human capital structure (Miyamoto, 2003).

Vocational Education and Training in Different Contexts

The educational structures of the former Soviet Union are still in place in many
Central Asian countries.VET is mostly delivered in schools, taking little account of
the new demands of the emerging economy.Technological development is moving
fast in rapidly growing economies like Kazakhstan and in dynamic sectors in other
countries. The private sector, however, needs a better qualified workforce. New
approaches in Kazakhstan favour cooperation with the private sector and
enterprise-targeted VET in order to develop its human capital stock. Training is
partly organised in a work-based mode.These efforts are inspired in findings that,
in Asia, ‘accumulations of human capital cannot be separated from productivity
growth; they are positively associated with catching-up efficiency and, therefore,
productivity growth’ (Ching-Cheng & Been Lon, 2004, p. 120).

Countries with non-dynamic economic development offer mostly school-based
VET. Training contents are still related to the traditional professions of a former
Communist economy and are not adapted to new markets and the requirements of
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migrants. Before the current economic crisis, countries likeTajikistan had constant
annual growth rates of around 7% (European Training Foundation, 2009), prima-
rily in emerging economic sectors which require a better qualified labour force. But
qualified workers are not always available because of the mismatches mentioned
above. However, human capital development strategies do not sufficiently contrib-
ute to:

(a) Ensuring better employability in rapidly changing economic environ-
ments (European Commission, 2009).

(b) Delivering income-generation and self-employment skills to rural
target groups that reduce rural-urban social and economic disparities
(Wallenborn, 2009).

(c) Developing the qualifications required by external markets for the
proportion of the labour force that temporarily migrates in response to
modest national demand for workers and increasing population pressures
(Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008).

VET in many countries is still driven by social demand and focused on educational
objectives alone. A good example is Egypt, where 55% of all secondary students
participate in school-based VET (Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Education,
2008) of little relevance to the labour market. Functional VET contributions to
productivity and employability are still the exception. VET, however, needs to be
removed from educational ivory towers. The Asian Development Bank (ADB)
(2008, p. 126) underlined the need for a ‘mental shift’ from traditional VET
approaches to context-related world-of-work competences.This requires practical
technological knowledge, flexibility, better productivity and enhanced labour
market perspectives in order to reduce education-to-work transition costs.

VET systems and international cooperation in VET need to be better adapted
to the particular circumstance of countries. EU neighbouring countries are at
different stages of development.They can be classified in three main categories in
terms of economic activities and labour market characteristics (Wallenborn, 2004)
as follows:

(a) Regions and sectors in more advanced countries with emerging
markets and with production that is partially knowledge-, services- and
technology-based. These economies require a highly qualified work force
at the secondary and post-secondary levels.Their private sectors have the
resources to purchase market-based solutions to skills development in
order to improve their human capital stock.

(b) Economies characterised by conventional trade and industrial production
methods and management. The quality/price relationship for investment
and consumer goods is not sufficiently favourable for these countries to
successfully compete in global markets, and this is partially a consequence
of a lack of professional competences. The sales potential of the national
markets has tended to be affected by globalisation and many affordable
products meeting a certain quality standard are imported, both legally
and illegally.

(c) Economies (partly rural regions) that are increasingly developing informal
activities or are dominated by informal activities carried out with scarce
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resources and mostly using poorly skilled labour, with the consequence
that production is frequently combined with precarious self-employment.
Structural shortfalls in capital and know-how, volatile demand and a high
rationalisation potential contribute to a harsh business environment.
Poverty alleviation and pro-poor growth strategies overlook human capital
development as a means of overcoming restrictions in access to financial
and other markets and improving production facilities.

The distinction between these economies aims to improve the understanding of
sustainable human capital development needs and strategies in VET. Indeed, the
segments overlap in some of the more advanced countries, such as Russia, Kaza-
khstan, Egypt and Tunisia, where highly developed service and manufacturing
activities co-exist with outdated production processes. In emerging markets such
as Russia or Kazakhstan the industrial sector continues to stagnate, in contrast
with high growth rates in high-tech sector services and sales and even in the
informal sector. In both these countries, natural resource extraction had boomed
before the economic crisis, increasing the demand for a technologically up-to-date
labour force.

These segments need different VET-driven human capital development
approaches.There is also an urgent need for lifelong learning, even in the informal
economy and in countries like Tajikistan (European Training Foundation, 2006b).
This has consequences for human capital development and requires new strategies
promoted by specific VET schemes that take into account different target groups
and competence levels. Although balanced growth strategies and investments in
human capital in some countries (Korea, Taiwan and Malaysia) have largely
eliminated the informal economy, it is questionable whether this economic devel-
opment paradigm is valid for EU partner countries, where economic growth on the
scale of the former Asian tigers only occurs in some sectors. Unemployment has
grown in many countries and this has widened socioeconomic disparities further
(OECD, 2009b).

More functional human capital strategies are only partially applied in success-
fully performing economic sectors and, consequently, private training providers —
which cope better with changing qualifications, offer practical training and are
more flexible — are emerging in countries with growing purchasing power, bridg-
ing the gaps between private sector demand and public-driven VET supply.

Some regions of China and India that are excellent examples of high-tech
agglomerations with good human capital endowment have developed strategies
which are missing in EU partner countries, for example:

(a) The establishment of learning environments and flexible organisational
structures inVET centres and in firms that are aware of the importance of
human capital development strategies.

(b) The promotion and development of dynamic and self-organised coopera-
tive economic clusters of different firms, designed to deal with rapidly
changing technologies and with lifelong learning strategies that ensure
connectivity with global economic and technological developments.

Partner countries can learn from developments in the Indian and Chinese eco-
nomies, where VET systems have been made more flexible and modes of delivery
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have been created that specifically focus on the skills and competences required in
different economic sectors and by the labour market (contextualisation).

Constraints on Functional Levels of Vocational Education and Training
Systems

Nearly all the EU partner countries are confronted with similar structural
problems that hamper the effective and efficient delivery of high quality VET
programmes. These could be classified in terms of three main problem areas:

(a) An incoherent political framework and a lack of decentralisation and
management policies for both formal and non-formal VET.

(b) Poor VET performance in terms of quality, labour market relevance and
organisational capabilities (Fretwell & Wheeler, 2001) and severe prob-
lems in implementing reforms and even smaller innovations.

(c) Ineffective management and planning expertise and poor teacher and
trainer performance (Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusamme-
narbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), 2006; Gasskov, 2000).

The logic of quality assurance interventions distinguishes between problems at
various systemic levels in education and training. This kind of analysis aimed at
understanding and improving systems is necessary before any kind of intervention
can take place (CEDEFOP, 2007). It is also important from the perspective of
international cooperation and the design of suitable intervention instruments.
Below we summarise the main problems at different systemic levels.

The Decision-making Level

Although some partner countries became independent after the breakup of the
Soviet Union, the inheritedVET systems essentially remained unchanged. Internal
systemic problems, including outdated curricula, poor quality teacher training and
funding instability were accompanied by a lack of effective reform policies. More-
over, in many Central Asian countries, cultural traditions and priorities favoured
general and higher education reforms. VET has traditionally been viewed as a
second-best alternative for the lower socio-economic classes and poorly perform-
ing students. Hence, no clear linkages were established between VET systems and
more strategically formulated human capital development policies.

The prevailing social demand focus has favoured a public-driven VET system;
furthermore, the opinions of education and training policy makers have not
changed substantially since the breakup of the Soviet Union. However, ‘an increas-
ing value is therefore given to human capital’ (European Training Foundation,
2002, p. 33) as private sector demand for particular skills grows. Better performing
economies like Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation are fully aware of the
strategic role to be played by VET in human capital development; in other Com-
monwealth of Independent States, however, there are no clear political statements
on human capital development.

Russian policy makers recognise the important role of the private sector in
implementing innovative VET programmes aimed at human capital development.
The private sector pushes in its own interests in the development of VET pro-
grammes and favours new modes of delivery that cannot be designed and
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implemented by public schools. Policy makers are thus confronted with two main
challenges:

(a) The need to guarantee the coherence of demand-driven VET
programmes.

(b) The need to build on social partnership in education and training and
private sector know-how and resources in order to contribute to the
further improvement of VET in emerging economies or in certain
economic sectors.

Other partner countries in Central Asia and North Africa are developing innova-
tive VET policies (Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Education, 2008), albeit
slowly, for a number of reasons. Firstly, scarce public resources and other political
priorities mean that neither education nor VET can be used as a strategic instru-
ment for human capital development (European Training Foundation, 2007a).
Secondly, an economically stagnant environment provides little stimulus for VET
reforms; to cite an appropriate formula from a World Bank policy paper (1991): no
demand, no training. In poorly performing economies, the private sector does not
pressurise policy makers; furthermore, unlike what happens in better performing
economies, constraints on enterprise development are not linked to shortages of
skilled workers (OECD, 2006). Finally, and despite the best practice examples
from other countries, a lack of strategic vision together with weak innovation and
reform implementation capacity foster a status quo. More successful countries like
China, Malaysia and Korea have prioritised investments in education and training
to promote socio-economic objectives.The challenge for policy- makers is to strike
the right balance between general education and VET, not to prioritise either VET
or general education.

Considering global economic trends, the forecast for EU member states
between 1996 and 2020 is that employment will fall from 7.8% to 3.8% in the
primary sector and from 28.7% to 21.5% in the manufacturing sector, due mainly
to outsourcing in the globalised economy. According to the European Restructur-
ing Monitor database, most jobs (51.5%) that have been transferred abroad from
EU member states are in manufacturing or in production (European Commission,
2009). The service sector, however, will grow in the same period, from 65.4% to
74.8% (CEDEFOP, 2008).

A considerable proportion of outsourced manufacturing and service activities
from the EU and other developed regions will shift to countries with an adequate
stock of human capital that are capable of meeting the challenge of producing good
quality at lower prices. Hence, Europe’s neighbours must focus on human capital
development and a respective political commitment like in Montenegro. In 2006,
the country already spent 17.47% of total public expenditure for education,
equivalent to 4.55% of the Gross National Product (European Training Founda-
tion, 2007b). This has consequences for policies, the allocation and management
of public and private resources and education and training system reforms. A good
practice example for VET is provided by Chile, where stakeholder-driven educa-
tional reform was introduced after radical political changes. A country-specific
political consensus led to higher-quality teacher training and part-privatisation of
education (Cox, 2006). Brazil has also involved private stakeholders in VET
programme design, financing and organisation (Lanzendorf, 2000).
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The Management Level

Although better VET school and in-company training performance can enhance
quality, many training centres do not have quality assurance mechanisms in place.
Moreover, training institutions in many countries cannot expect much-needed
immediate innovations such as:

(a) Decentralised and more autonomous VET provision with better linkages
to regional economic and social environments.

(b) Ownership-driven social partnerships at the regional and local levels
ensuring feedback and the assumption of responsibilities for adjusting
training to changing environments.

(c) Specialist research institutes contributing to policy learning (European
Training Foundation, 2008) and reform by analysing emerging labour
market demands and occupational trends.

(d) Vocational guidance institutions delivering updated services for changing
markets to targeted groups and sectors in the economy (Zelloth, 2009;
Hansen, 2006).

The challenge facing partner countries is that efficient and effective VET institu-
tion performance requires a legal framework that guarantees some level of
autonomy, sufficient resources and better trained management in order to develop
a social-partnership-driven vision that goes far beyond mere bureaucratic man-
agement (Sahlberg, 2010).

Strategic Target Groups at the Micro Level

Public and private teaching staff play a key role in VET systems. ‘A high-quality
teacher workforce is crucial for the performance of education and training systems
as a basis for future global competitiveness’ (Schlotter, 2008, p. 9).The role ofVET
teachers and trainers has not as yet, however, been brought to bear sufficiently on
innovative changes in teaching.Teachers are not well paid and receive little further
training in technical subjects.

Quality suffers notably and the VET systems tend to lose qualified teaching
staff, who are poached by industry that offer higher salaries.This is a critical issue:
how to ensure, as part of a staff development strategy, that teachers teach well and
that training institutions provide better quality teacher training. At present, nobody
has an answer to this problem. Incentive-driven systems, based on better wages and
innovative recruitment policies and also on newVET services, do not exist in most
Central Asian and Arab countries.This keeps teachers at the lower end of the salary
scale for civil servants. This does not mean that nothing can be done; reform and
innovation do not exclusively depend on financial resources, as it is possible to
effectively build on existing VET structures.

Opening schools to meet local training needs and linking these schools to adult
demands for training to generate additional income are viable alternatives in many
countries (European Training Foundation, 2009). They build on available VET
structures and give more freedom to local providers in Kyrgyzstan to generate
additional income through service delivery to rural adults (Castel Branco, 2006).
New skills are frequently a precondition for raising productivity levels and gener-
ating more income. A country-specific mix of traditional services and new VET
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programmes meeting specific demands is a viable way to offer incentives in the
form of additional income to VET experts who might otherwise leave the sector.
Furthermore, there is evidence that even poor people in Central Asia are willing to
pay for training if the new skills may raise their incomes (Wallenborn, 2009).

Demand and requirements for education, training and human capital develop-
ment are generally more varied in developing countries than in developed coun-
tries. This should not necessarily hamper the systemic adjustment of VET to new
challenges in human capital development. On the contrary, it could promote a
more targeted approach to the requirements of different economic sectors and
population groups. For many countries with scarce resources for investment in
education, two options are available for reform strategies:

(a) Using existingVET premises more efficiently in multi-functional contexts
that include initial VET and adult learning programmes (emergent solu-
tions for local challenges) as an alternative to investing in new, expensive
VET premises (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008).

(b) Mobilising additional resources for demand-driven VET programmes
from beneficiaries and the business sector (Bundesministerium für
wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), 2006),
thereby fostering human capital development that is adapted to the
specific needs of the economy.

The Logic of Intervention Versus Intervention Logic

VET systems have complex structures which cannot be adequately analysed by
looking at internal efficiency aspects, especially when reforms are envisaged.These
systems have multi-functional interrelationships with other systems, including
general education, the labour market, the world of work and the legal and eco-
nomic systems. These complex interactions do not follow simple input-output
mechanisms; furthermore, they imply certain contingencies (Wallenborn, 2008).
Interventions for reform must take account of this complexity by incorporating
concepts of emergence (Mason, 2009) which could promote systemic solutions
that cannot be planned, deduced or identified by looking at parts of the existing
system (Luhmann, 1993). New training programmes offered to different target
groups by Central Asian VET systems are good examples of emergent adaptations
of systems to a changing environment (European Training Foundation, 2006).

Moreover, although world economic growth rates were relatively high and
stable before the economic crisis, their impact on employment and on decent work
opportunities was modest in the partner countries (OECD, 2009a). Jobless growth
in the decade before the economic crisis led to higher employment rates in the
informal sector and unsuccessful transition paths from informal to formal employ-
ment (European Training Foundation, 2005). Informal employment increased in
all regions of the world, with some exceptions in Europe (European Foundation
for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (EFILWC), 2008) and
Asia. The share of informal employment in total non-agricultural employment
is today over 50% in Latin America and about 70% in South and Southeast Asia.
In the transition countries, 24% of the labour force work in the informal sector
(OECD, 2009a). Hence, there are good reasons to orientate VET reforms towards
better employability. Such approaches, however, must consider labour market
trends and data from reliable manpower forecasts.This could avoid overinvestment
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of public resources in VET, which is more expensive than general education. The
option also exists of emerging private industry meeting urgent or short-term skill
shortages by providing on-the-job training and resources.

VET for successful human capital development must deal with the upcoming
complexity-driven problem of ‘structural inertia’ (Schreyoegg et al., 2007). This
new issue in many social systems is influenced by a rapidly changing globalised
economy. The VET systems are confronted with strong and partly unforeseeable
influences from the global economy: ‘theoretically, we have a long way to go in
understanding the complexity of the interactions amongst education, skills and
sustainable growth’ (King, 2009, p. 181). This makes it difficult to explore future
labour market demands on human capital. Interventions and reform efforts con-
sequently run a high risk of failure (European Union, 2008) given that interrela-
tionships and outputs arising from various factors influencing VET systems in
changing environments are not sufficiently predictable.

Reforms in VET systems must therefore build on existing structures. Heyne-
man (2003, p. 333) stated that ‘there is no single international institution with the
capability to track, much less ameliorate, educational problems’, and continued
that ‘one option might be to place analytic capacity in the hands of the countries
themselves’. This is a clear option for the internationally supported capacity
development of local actors, such as teachers, trainers,VET experts and research-
ers, parental associations and social partners. Reforms of VET systems must not
only be designed but also implemented, and this is the weakest point in many
interventions, which systematically underestimate the time horizons and local
capacities required for implementing reforms (OECD, 2008) and because ‘policies
tend to be adopted and implemented through political processes that reflect the
relative power of contending groups more than the relative merits of policy
options’ (Malen, 2006, p. 83).

Reform processes are not linear nor can they be organised top down. They
require time and learning loops for the stakeholders and experts. In complex
societies, traditional paradigms for change are no longer valid. Mechanistic think-
ing is that new knowledge leads to new regulations and laws and ultimately to the
implementation of reforms.This is an overly simplistic vision for reforms in today’s
systems. Iterative intervention strategies take account of traps and errors in imple-
mentation processes caused by interrelationships with other systems in society.
What a project planning tool such as logical framework calls an ‘assumption’ is not
predictable auto-dynamic resistance, restriction or rejection from social groups
who are active in or concerned with educational reforms. Participatory reform
approaches are therefore the only viable strategy.The education reform process in
Chile is, perhaps, one of the best examples from developing countries. Innovations
were owner-driven and dialogue-based. Chilean decision makers availed of
national and international expertise for implementation and monitoring and
implemented capacity-building programmes for the national experts at all func-
tional levels of the system (Cox, 2006).

Many stakeholders in VET systems must be convinced of, and then actively
co-opted into, reform implementation initiatives. The private sector is currently
facing technological and economic challenges while trade unions are fighting for
higher wages and decent work opportunities. Both have a strong interest in human
capital development. Hence, several learning and discussion loops can be inte-
grated in implementation processes at different systemic levels. These include
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discussing the perceptions of reform and the potential rejections, obstacles, needs
and demands of the experts involved.

Apart from the discussion on the international cooperation instruments best
suited for interventions in VET systems, the issue of uncertainty about the impact
of interventions on social systems (such as education systems) is acknowledged in
bi- and multilateral aid (World Bank, 2005). Moreover, the social systems theory
points to the relevance of self-referential codes: systems, with internal dynamics
that are complex and partly non-formal, apply these codes. They have their own
agenda, which they do not want to share with others (de Moura Castro, 2009).
External intervention therefore encounters a certain uncertainty. This is why
logical frameworks rely on assumptions, as there is no knowing what interventions
can really change VET systems and what elements are the most relevant for the
envisaged outcomes. Non-linearity of reactions is an important issue when inter-
ventions meet systems with proper self-referential codes (Mason, 2008). These
are additional arguments for donor strategies that build on existing educational
structures. This option gives priority to action which could further develop local
and national potential towards greater efficiency and effectiveness.

Perspectives for Human Capital Development Contributions to
Vocational Education and Training

The human capital requirements are rapidly changing and are also affected by
key factors such as innovations in trade, technological change, the organisation of
production, cost-benefit considerations and global outsourcing of production and
services. Such issues immediately challenge VET systems because they require
adjustments in terms of world-of-work competences. General education is less
affected because structural linkages to the world of work are not so tight. This
difference with other educational sub-systems implies that specific approaches to
reforming VET systems are required. Moreover, reforms operate in a sensitive
environment of social partnerships, the economy, technological innovation and
labour markets.

Qualification needs differ from country to country according to economic
structures. But the standards in many sectors of the economy — such as energy
production, car and aircraft maintenance, emerging green technologies and infor-
mation and communication technologies — will be very similar worldwide and will
challenge existing human capital development strategies even in the least devel-
oped countries. The trend is for technologies to globalise and this requires that a
certain share of the labour force in a country will be able to cope with these
technologies.

Donors consider VET contributions to human capital development in a frame-
work of sustainable socioeconomic development (Bundesministerium für
wirtschaftliche Zusammenartbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), 2006), distinguishing
between different competence areas related to specific stages of development in
partner countries (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008), classified as follows:

(a) Factor-driven growth and low-cost manufacturing countries which
require lower levels of competences for the predominant natural resource
extraction sector.

(b) Transitional economies where VET reform that fosters flexibility and
market-driven VET programmes is urgently required.
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(c) Investment-driven economies with considerable ongoing growth accom-
panied by a growing demand for VET competences at the secondary and
post-secondary levels.

(d) Countries where growth is mainly and consistently driven by innovation
and where creativity and innovation require science- and engineering-
based higher education.

The first three categories are relevant to the EU partner countries and partially
overlap. Countries in the first category require specific and targeted non-formal
VET programmes that increase opportunities for (self) employment and income
generation. Greater vocational flexibility and an emphasis on individual compe-
tences are therefore urgently required. Informal sector and rural population groups
can also benefit from such programmes, which contribute simultaneously to
poverty reduction; apart from hands-on technical qualifications, such groups need
business skills for income generation through self-employment. Countries in the
second category need linkages to the private sector and schools providing short-
term training in modern trades, based on updated curricula and new training
facilities (in both schools and enterprises) and also better trained teachers and
trainers. Pilot schools and selected professional areas could develop best practices,
which could be replicated through peer-learning and network activities and fos-
tered by ownership and political power. Inefficient VET schools with outdated
programmes should be closed down, using the resources for human capital devel-
opment in other areas, for example, post-secondary VET.

VET needs to build on a solid general education which promotes lifelong
learning motivation because future competences are likely to be hybrid and might
rapidly change. Only countries with substantial natural resources and strong
export trade can afford publicly funded reforms. Such initiatives in poorer coun-
tries require financial assistance from future beneficiaries and/or the private sector
which could participate in designing, financing and implementing demand-driven
training.

VET and general education student numbers do not follow universal criteria
but rely on contingency-driven country-specific cultural and economic realities.
Emerging countries can benefit from the ongoing outsourcing of industrial pro-
duction processes — for which a well-prepared human capital stock is a pre-
condition. Middle-income countries are already producing at a significantly high
technological level, and this is likely to be built on further.

Two issues in the partner countries remain fundamental. Firstly, and most
importantly, is the scarcity of resources combined with low educational achieve-
ments. An example is Croatia. The 2001 Census revealed that 18.5% of the
population had none or only a few years of formal education in elementary schools
with no final certificate (EuropeanTraining Foundation, 2007). Secondly, decision
makers should have a clear understanding of how VET can contribute to human
capital development and of what makes the difference to general secondary or
post-secondary education.This requires a sound analysis of existing, school-based
VET systems and of country-specific economic and labour trends. The European
Training Foundation (ETF) provides a better understanding of the complex
interrelationships between VET and other systems and highlights the need for
quality inVET. Certain skills, knowledge and competences — such as how to weld
different materials, turn a specific piece of metal, mill high-tech pieces or repair
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and maintain heavy machinery and infrastructure — can only be effectively
acquired outside the classroom. Technical systems which avoid pollution or use
renewable energies must be invented but also effectively implemented, maintained
and repaired. Such qualifications are not entirely deliverable in classrooms. Learn-
ing inside and outside classrooms can be combined in different modes. Although
an enhanced general education level and sound generic competences will be the
best starting point to enter theVET systems of the future, this does not detract any
value from non-school learning and suitable learning arrangements in the world of
work, in laboratories and on farms (OECD, 2009).

The issue is not having better educational achievement but having suitable
competences that are relevant for the labour market. Although the assumption of
contingency is valid for VET systems, effective training for industrial processes,
modern crafts and agricultural professions can only be delivered in suitable learn-
ing environments. This was even recognised in the former Soviet Union (Fretwell
et al., 2001), where large firms were involved in VET delivery. General education
is relevant, but the ‘low-skills equilibrium’ (Giguère et al., 2009) can only be
abolished mid-term with effective VET. Private firms currently have no incentives
for investment because the existing human capital stock is inadequately qualified.

Effective VET contributions to human capital development take into account
the specific combination of technical and generic skills required to work produc-
tively in the economy.VET is not just another mode of education but a process to
transmit professional competences in a context of productivity, employability and
sustainable growth.Whether more complex qualifications profiles are required will
depend on the organisation of production and the division of work. Initial and
further training cover different human capital requirement stages in a way that
general education cannot because of its structural limitations in regard to the world
of work and its different objectives. This is why a healthy economy like Spain’s
Catalonia is aiming ‘to deliver more and better initial vocational training with a
40% increase in vocational training participants’ (Simmonds, 2009, p. 154)
between 2008 and 2010. Labour market research has revealed an imbalance
between the competence profiles of general education leavers and the human
capital requirements of the private sector. Accelerated technological development
in a globalised economy will require even more technological competences in the
future. The increasing share of post-secondary VET in developed and middle-
income countries is evidence of the demand for qualifications using globalised
technology (ECOTEC, 2008).

Conclusion

Secondary and post-secondary VET are contingent because training systems are
social constructs influenced by many stakeholders with different interests. But
the ‘mental shift’ (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2008) in VET is of utmost
importance for all countries. It requires partner countries to reform VET in terms
of socioeconomic objectives such as sustainable growth, high employment rates
and productivity, and in this it is different from general education, regardless of the
fact that it must build on high quality general education. This new approach to
reform is imperative, as contributions to human capital derive from a strategic
rather than an educational focus, a position corroborated by evidence from devel-
oped or even middle-income countries which haveVET systems with the following
characteristics:
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(a) They are decentralised and are at least partly privately influenced or
managed.

(b) They provide sufficient autonomy for self-organised problem solving by
different expert groups.

(c) They are mainly (co- or multi-) financed by contributions from specific
economic sectors and beneficiaries.

(d) They allow for stakeholder dialogue and give high priority to local human
development needs.

What is referred to in terms of the ‘adaptability of the work force’ (Simmonds,
2009, p. 150) will also play an important role in the partner countries, with new
technologies, qualifications for migrants and ongoing economic adjustments to
the demand context expected to make an impact. Qualifications suited to the
world-of-work may build on general education but go far beyond it in terms of
technological competences. Apart from initialVET, specific work-related deliveries
that add to the human capital stock will play a major role in the future.

VET contributes to human capital development through its direct linkages
with technological standards, the organisation of production processes and
culture-specific division of work, all of which require work-related upper secondary
and post-secondary qualification profiles. These specific links are what distin-
guishes VET and its contribution to human capital development from other
educational services. VET is not better or worse, simply different.

ETF discusses with its partners VET issues at the crossroads of the general
education system, labour markets and economic, ecological and technological
development stating that there are no universal solutions for the complex problems
raised by human capital development. These are the starting points for inter-
national cooperation in VET. VET contributes best to the development of human
capital when the following conditions are met:

(a) When a sound and lifelong learning focused VET policy considers
pluralistic contributions of different players as a systemic enrichment in
order to design, finance and conduct VET.

(b) When VET systems are based on institutionalised communication
between social partners and close cooperation between private and public
stakeholders (Rauner, 2009).

(c) When training programmes and flexible VET systems develop a robust
correlation with rapidly changing technologies and economies, based on
sound labour market information.

(d) When VET programmes are targeted to socioeconomic environments
and labour markets requiring specific professional competence profiles of
different social groups.

Such functional contributions to human capital and sustainable development
are better achieved in training programmes that are adapted to the world of work
than in those based on school-centred VET approaches: ‘whenever projects have
succeeded in building close linkages between employers and the training system,
the resultant training has become cost-effective and relevant to the needs of the
market’ (Canagarajah et al., 2002, p. 33). SoundVET structures lead to the design
and implementation of training programmes that promote progress through the
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achievement of socio-economic goals such as employability, productivity and sus-
tainable growth. Systemic involvement of the private sector accompanied by labour
market research can deliver reliable indicators that strategically determine general
and VET education shares at the secondary and post-secondary levels.

VET can also contribute to environmentally sustainable progress. Many recent
solutions for improving ecological environments (e.g. low-energy-consumption
homes and devices, pollution-reducing filter systems) are associated with new
content in education and technical competences in VET. Lower energy consump-
tion by engines, efficient installation and maintenance of power plants and pre-
mises for processing natural energy and resources have enormous consequences
for VET curricula and emerging professions. Sustainable ecological development
combined with social and economic progress is today impossible without the
technical qualifications that can be obtained in secondary and post-secondary
VET.

ETF has discussed similar conclusions with partner countries and donors at
different levels with a view to optimising and coordinating international contri-
butions to VET reform driven by human capital development.What is required is
more country-specific research into important issues such as labour markets,
migration and human capital reviews. ETF is conducting research into these issues
in various regions (Black Sea) and countries (Moldova,Tajikistan) and will, in the
future, analyse in greater depth the environments and country specific-factors that
favour sustainable reforms.

NOTE

The contents of this article are the sole responsibility of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the European Training Foundation (ETF) or the
European Union.
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