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Abstract

This article deals with the question about transfer between school and work in the Dan-
ish dual vocational education and training (VET) model. The article is based on an eval-
uation of 21 development projects carried out by VET teachers and internship supervi-
sors aimed at improving the connections between school and internship periods. The
evaluation provides a case for discussing the students” connections making and the func-
tion of the Danish dual model on a general level at the end of the article. Connections
between school and work in VET relying on the dual model are of great importance.
They help the students create a sense of coherence in their education and support trans-
fer of learning from one setting to another. Nevertheless, these connections are not easily
established. The central point of this article is that the task of establishing these connec-
tions is too often individualised, making the student responsible for a successful estab-
lishment of an internship connection, rather than having that task dealt with at the insti-
tutional level. The article argues that when connections are established at an institutional
level it helps VET students create a sense of coherence in their education. For instance,
increasing the cooperation between VET teachers and internship supervisors enables
students to better reflect upon the connection between the professional experience of
their internship and the more general learning obtained at school.
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Introduction

This article deals with the core question about how to create a link between school
and work learning in the Danish dual Vocational Education and Training (VET)
model. This question is of general concern to educational models that rely on
connecting work and school learning. The specific research question guiding the
article is: How can VET students make meaningful connections between what
they learn in VET school and what they learn during their internship periods?

This specific research question is discussed based on a research evaluation of
21 development projects carried out in 2015 by 18 different VET schools in Den-
mark, aimed at improving the connections between the periods students spend
in school and at their internships. The participating schools worked on ways to
establish and utilize a common language between school and work and the
schools developed different exercises to link school and work together. Thus, this
article presents the central findings of the evaluation and relates this to the gen-
eral question about how to link school and work learning together in the Danish
dual VET model.

VET systems vary throughout Europe: School-based systems like the Swedish
one-string system, dual systems such as those found in Germany, Austria, and
Denmark, and combinations of these two systems, such as the Norwegian 2+2
system (two years in school followed by two years in a company). Specific his-
torical and societal developments have laid the foundations for different coun-
tries” particular VET systems (Michelsen, Olsen & Hgost, 2014). Whatever the dif-
ferences, the current trend is moving towards the dual system, just as there has
been a renewed interest in skill-based apprenticeship learning in the US and
many EU countries (Guile & Young, 1998).

The Danish VET system is divided into a basic programme?, which is normally
school-based, and a main programme, which consists of long internship periods
and shorter periods of school-based learning. The length of internship and school
periods varies for the different VET programmes. Completing a full VET pro-
gramme typically takes four years, but this may vary in length from two to five
and a half years.

The Danish VET system relies on the dual model and has done so since this
VET education model was introduced with the Apprentices Act in 1956 (Sigur-
jonsson, 2010). Since then, the dual model has been the cornerstone of the Danish
VET system and in the latest reform of this system (The Danish Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2014), the dual model remained largely unchanged, indicating that there
is broad political backing for the dual model to remain a cornerstone of the Dan-
ish VET system. The case of Denmark, then, because of the country’s long tradi-
tion for having a dual model, may be useful in providing valuable insights into
the benefits and challenges inherent in the dual model.
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The dual model has some fundamental benefits, which undoubtedly have con-
tributed to the durability of this model in Denmark. The benefits are apparent
during the internship period where VET students take part in the daily running
of a company. These periods ensure a practice-based education. Furthermore,
they ensure a smooth transition from school to employment when VET students
obtain their journeyman certificate (Hamilton, 1987; Juul & Jergensen, 2011). The
school periods further ensure that VET students also acquire the broader theoret-
ical horizon fundamental to their chosen trade (Koudahl, 2007).

As such, both internship and school periods offer important, but different,
learning opportunities to VET students, which is a strength of the dual model.
However, the real strength of the dual model has to do with the connections be-
tween what VET students learn in school and in their internship periods, respec-
tively. Yet, these connections are often entirely dependent upon the individual
student’s ability to make sense of the insights and learning dynamics inherent in
the relation between the two different contexts: school and work (Aarkrog, 2007;
Hamilton, 1987; Juul & Jergensen, 2011; Jorgensen, 2010; Jergensen, Christensen
& Hansen, 2009; Koudahl, 2007; Tanggaard, 2004).

Thus, even though the dual model holds strong learning opportunities for VET
students, the model does hold some inherent challenges, too, when it comes to
connecting what is learned during, respectively, school and internship periods.

From a student’s perspective, VET schoolwork and practice-based learning in
the internship company too often seems disconnected. VET students quite simply
do not understand how what they learn in school and during their internship
periods link together and they often struggle to make these connections them-
selves during their VET programme. Furthermore, VET students experience a
clash of cultures between school and work, and they are met with two different
sets of expectations: As students in school and as workers in internship positions
(Aarkrog, 2007; Juul, 2005; Jergensen, 2010; Nielsen, 2009; Simonsen, 2004;
Sjoberg, Ewald, Fjelstrup, Morgenstjerne & Schick, 1999). The same challenges in
relation to the dual model have been identified in other contexts and can be found
in various forms in other countries with strong dual model systems, such as Ger-
many, Austria, and Switzerland (Linten, Priistel & Woll, 2014). Similar issues also
exist in other variations of the dual model, such as the Norwegian 2 + 2 model,
which combines school-based and company-based training in a different way
(Michelsen et al., 2014).

Another challenge faced by VET students concerns their motivation in relation
to, respectively, school and internship. In general, VET students are mainly mo-
tivated by the practice-based learning of their internship periods and expect what
they learn in school to be directly applicable to the tasks and demands of their
internship. Thus, when VET students experience disconnections between what
they learn in school and in their internship, it is primarily perceived by students
as the apparent failure of theoretical perspectives to address the reality of work
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rather than a possible lack of content coordination between school and internship
suppliers (Aarkrog, 2001; Hansen, 2010; Koudahl, 2007; Nielsen, 2004; Tang-
gaard, 2006).

This hierarchy between school and internship poses a challenge for VET teach-
ers when it comes to creating learning processes and courses in school that ad-
dress practice-based experiences in a meaningful way, perceived by students,
and that can motivate students without risking them losing sight of the broader
theoretical perspectives that are also essential to the trade in question (cf. the ben-
efit of the dual principal as described above) (Aarkrog, 2007, 2011; Tanggaard,
2006). Conversely, the internship supervisors struggle to visualise and document
what the VET students learn from the internship. Furthermore, the internship
supervisor’s lack of knowledge about VET school content (practice as well as the-
ory) makes it hard for them to relate the workplace activities to what the VET
students work on during their periods in school (Hansen, 2010; The Danish Eval-
uation Institute, 2013; Wilbrandt, 2002).

As mentioned in the beginning, these core challenges inherent in the dual
model are analysed in this article based on a research evaluation of 21 develop-
mental projects carried out by 18 Danish VET schools in 2015.

Theoretical perspectives

As an overall theoretical frame, the concept of ‘transfer’ is applied. Transfer of
knowledge and competences between different learning contexts, as in the case
with the development projects in question here, requires some sort of adaption
of knowledge from one context to another (Aarkrog, 2015). However, students’
connection-making is not only a matter of connecting theory with practice
(school-to-work). Rather, relations between school and work have to do, funda-
mentally, with connecting two different practices with each other (Tanggaard,
2008). The concept of reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983) is also diploid as a way
of understanding what goes on in some of the activities analysed in the article.
As introduced by Schon the point of reflection-on-action is that when we are able
to take a step back from the immediate action and deliberately reflect upon what
we did and how this might make sense, then we are able to look at our actions,
understand, and develop them and thereby learn from them in new ways.

The theoretical concept of reflection-on-action from Schon is thus applied in
the analysis in order to frame a central empirical finding: The VET students’ con-
nection-making between school and work can be supported by a conscious fram-
ing of VET students’ reflections about their actions and theory in both school and
workplace, by VET teachers and internship supervisors. Thus, based on the em-
pirical findings the concept of reflection-on-action theoretically frames the gen-
eral point that the students” connection-making between school and work has as
much to do with connecting actions as it has to do with connecting reflections.
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The development projects of the VET schools

The aim of the development work was to create different concrete educational
tools and concepts that could create opportunities for connections between
school and internship periods for the VET students. In the following, the VET
schools” development projects and the research evaluation work carried out in
relation to this development work is briefly outlined.

In 2014, the Danish Ministry of Education established a framework pro-
gramme for development work at vocational schools?. A ministerial framework
programme such as this is initiated when the expected effects of the schools” de-
velopment work are uncertain but there are several assumptions about which
kind of development work may lead to certain kinds of effects. In this framework
programme, the main question for the involved schools and developers was this:
Which kinds of connections can be developed by the schools that will enhance
VET students’ school-to-work and work-to-school learning as well as their moti-
vation for acquiring theoretical knowledge? Within the framework programme,
18 vocational schools carried out 21 different development projects within 3 dif-
ferent overall professions: Social and Health care, Business, and Technical trades
(e.g. carpenter, bricklayer, or electrician).

The participating vocational schools could choose between two different kinds
of sub framework for their development work:

Sub framework 1) Establishing and utilizing a common language: In these
projects, the schools worked on developing and improving communication be-
tween the school and internship companies about the student, as well as about
the objectives, content and organisation of the vocational programme in question.
Thus, the schools worked on developing common concepts and understandings
across school and work contexts, as well as clear lines of communication. 3 over-
all themes of the schools’” development work within this sub framework were
identified: 1) Matching and concretisation of the schools” learning objectives and
the learning objectives of the internship providers; 2) Development of new forms
of communication and increased dialogue between school, workplaces, and VET
students; 3) Making the students’ learning processes and results in school as well
as in internship positions more visible with the use of portfolio in a variety of
formats (pictures, video, voice messages, products etc.).

Sub framework 2) Exercises to link together school learning and practice: In
these projects, the schools and the internship supervisors worked together to de-
velop a variety of tasks and exercises, on which the VET students then worked
during a school period, an internship period, and a second school period. The
different projects within this sub framework are very varied and thus hard to
categorise. However, 3 overall approaches could be identified: 1) Working (in
school) on the students’ expectations for the coming internship, e.g. through
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playing out and reflection upon different situations that might arise during a stu-
dent’s internship period; 2) Development of different tools to bring the (mostly)
theoretical knowledge from school into play in the internship period, and the
(mostly) practical knowledge from internships into play in school, e.g. by design-
ing small quality development projects in school for the students to carry out in
their specific internship company afterwards; 3) Developing small tasks for the
students to solve in their internship companies based on competence objectives
from school, in order to make visible how school learning applies meaningfully
to the busy life of an internship company (e.g. making hairdresser students do
four specific haircuts during their internship period or making business students
create a specific kind of display of goods in the shop that hosts their internship).

The study

As described in the beginning, this article deals with the general question about
the link between school and work learning in the Danish dual VET model. In the
article, analysis of the 21 school development projects is used as a case to shed
light on this general question about the Danish dual system.

The research evaluation of the schools” development work is based on 23 qual-
itative interviews with key participants in the school development projects. The
participants were chosen in order to represent three perspectives: 1) Project man-
agement; 2) Hands-on experience from VET schools; 3) Hands-on experience
from internship companies. Thus, a mix of teachers, project managers, educa-
tional leaders, internship supervisors and -coordinators participated in the inter-
views. 13 interviews were conducted as group interviews at the schools with a
total number of 45 participants. The group interviews lasted between 1 and 1%2
hour. In order to supplement the group interviews, an additional 10 interviews
were conducted as individual telephone interviews with the project managers.
The telephone interviews lasted 30-45 minutes. The interviews were transcribed.
All interviews revolved around the participants” experiences from working with
the development projects as well as the overall organisation of the project.

The analytic process

The analytic process of coding the interviews can best be described as a process
of switching back and forth between the data and the question of how the
schools” development work supported the students’ connection-making between
school and work. Thus, on the one hand, a bottom-up strategy was used in order
to allow themes and central points to emerge from the data. On the other hand,
this process of letting themes and points of interest emerge from the data was not
driven completely without presumptions about what to look for, as is, e.g., the
case in grounded theory (Charmaz, 2011). The outset for the research evaluation
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- a focus on knowledge from the development work in the 2 sub framework set-
tings in relation to VET students’ connection-making during their VET education
- guided the investigating eye. Thus, an analytic code such as cooperation between
school and work may be inspired by the overall aim of the development projects
but is still open to be adjusted by the empirical data. On the other hand, an ana-
lytic code such as student reflection is derived from the empirical data and then
framed within the aim of the schools” development work. Such an analytic coding
process, going back and forth between research aim and empirical data, is a cen-
tral part of the methodology of qualitative research processes (Sendergaard,
1996).

These analyses of the schools” development work with linking school and
work together are then used in this article to point to 1) Concrete actions VET
schools can take in order to establish better connections between school and
work. 2) A general discussion about the function of the Danish dual system and
what the evaluation points to as general points of attention.

Finally, it is important to note that the study builds solely on interviews with
the participating professionals and does not give voice to VET students.

Findings: Connections around the students create connections
within the students

As will be pointed out, the study shows that connections ‘around” the students
create connections ‘within’ the students. These connections are made possible by
various means. We shall in this presentation of our analytical findings first ad-
dress examples of how this connection-making has been made possible at, first,
an institutional level and, secondly, a didactical level.

The institutional level

When schools were working with developmental exercises to link school learning
and practice together (sub framework 2), this was most often a joint venture be-
tween a teacher and an internship supervisor. In order to develop tasks that were
meaningful both in the school and work context, an exchange of experiences and
knowledge between the teacher and the supervisor regarding the content of their
respective work was necessary. Commenting on connections on an institutional
level, a teacher expresses the benefits of this way of working together: ‘Knowledge
about each other’s work creates tolerance and better understanding and connection. That
is reflected in the students’ (Teacher, social and health school). According to the
teacher, this strengthened connection at the institutional level improved stu-
dents” ability to perceive connections themselves, because the two learning con-
texts, work and school, were brought closer together. A teacher from one of the
social and health schools put it this way: ‘It’s about playing the ball to each other

57



Arnt Louw & Noemi Katznelson

rather than playing past each other. You have to look at the students together, without
there necessarily being a problem with them’.

This experience resonated with the business schools too. Furthermore, it leads
us to another interesting point: The teacher and the supervisor’s mutual interest
in each other’s work placed the students at the centre of positive attention
whereas, in the past, VET students had usually only been the centre of attention
when problems arose during the internship (Jergensen, 2010). This joint positive
attention from the teacher and the supervisor increased the students’ profes-
sional pride as well as their pride in their work, according to the teachers:

Interviewer: Does the fact that you [teacher and supervisor] are talking together
also matter to the connections the students make between school and work?
Teacher 1: Yes, it matters a lot that they know we have been out talking to their
boss. It lifts their spirits - they look forward to our visit and are excited about what
is being said about them.

Teacher 2: They [the students] are really excited when we come - they want to
show us their store. Because we get a picture of “this is my daily work life’. It gives
them a sense of pride to tell us about what they are doing every day. I think that is
important to the students.

As indicated above, communication between school and work historically only
took place when problems arose with the students during the internship. In gen-
eral, the schools’ development projects led to increased collaboration between
teachers and supervisors. This increased collaboration led to increased positive
communication and exchange of experiences between the supervisors and the
teachers, to the benefit of the students. A municipal education coordinator -
working with one of the social and health schools - put it this way:

We are looking for different things. The schools are looking for: Is there a potential
for development? The companies are looking for: Is there a potential for practical
work? But the fact that we sit together and communicate about what we do makes
room for the development of a joint understanding of how best to support the stu-
dents in their vocational education. I think that is one of the greatest qualities of
this.

As outlined above, making connections have to do with the transformation of
knowledge and competences from one context to another, and it has much to do
with connecting different practices to each other (Aarkrog, 2015). When the su-
pervisors and teachers gain insight into each other’s practices, this builds better
possibilities for students to transform knowledge and competences from one
practice to the other: The supervisors will know what students work on in school
and how they do it, while teachers will know what the students work on during
their internship and how that work is done. Thus, a key point here is that in rela-
tion to students” ability to make connections between different practices, the na-
ture of the development task - whether within sub framework 1 or 2 - is not as
important as what the development task implies; i.e. collaboration between
teachers and supervisors. In itself, this collaboration leads to a greater mutual
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understanding and use of each other’s learning contexts on the part of supervi-
sors and teachers, which in turn strengthens students” ability to make connec-
tions:

Teacher: I think that the fact that they [the teacher and the supervisor] sit together
in the same room gives the students the feeling that we are working together for
them. This is a joint effort. Ultimately, I think it matters a lot to the students.
Project Manager: Clearly, the students feel special - that we care. Both parties. And
we work together around them [the social and health school].

Strengthened collaboration on an institutional level
Historically, internship supervisors have struggled to link what the students
work on to the learning objectives for the internship period, as set by the school
(Sjeberg et al., 1999). One of the problems is that learning objectives are formu-
lated in a formal “school learning language’, which is a poor match for the stu-
dents” actual learning experiences during the internship, where learning is often
intertwined with the students’ participation in a professional community of prac-
tice (Juul, 2004; Tanggaard, 2005). As such, learning is hard to separate from par-
ticipation and difficult to describe in formalised learning language. To address
this problem, a concrete list for checking off the learning objectives of the intern-
ship period was developed by one of the agricultural VET schools working with
developing a common cross-context language (sub framework 1). The checklist
was designed to be used by internship supervisors during students” work at a
company. In developing the checklist, the school took great care to ‘translate’ the
formal learning objectives into operational objectives that were better suited to
the everyday working practices of the company in question. Prior to a student’s
internship period, the teacher, the supervisor, and the student would sit down
and discuss and adjust the objectives in the checklist. Hence, a formal agreement
was made concerning what the student should work on at the company in order
to meet the adjusted learning objectives that had been jointly agreed upon.
Another example of addressing this transfer problem is how one of the parti-
cipating business schools developed a small pamphlet with operational and con-
crete objectives for the students” internship period. The pamphlet was small-
sized and with short sentences, so that supervisors could carry it around in their
pocket and make use of it in specific situations where a student was actually
working with one of the objectives. For example, when encountering a student
filling up the shelves in a shop, the supervisor would pull out the pamphlet and
discuss with the student the different ways of placing different goods on a shelf
in order to maximise sales. This is also a good example of how an internship su-
pervisor can work with the students’ reflection-on-action, thus supporting the
VET students’ ability to connect the theory and practice of the company and the
school to each other. The schools” experiences of working with these kinds of
transformation of learning objective-tools were positive, these tools having a moti-
vating effect upon both the students and the supervisors:
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We saw the enthusiasm of the store managers. On one of our first visits, they
showed us the pamphlet and said: ‘I have to tell you, this is worth its weight in
gold, instead of all the internship folders with learnings goals up on the shelves,
which we never use.” (Teacher, business school)

These “transformation-tools’ serve a dual purpose. They make the learning objec-
tives of the internship period, as formulated by schools, manageable for supervi-
sors, and they build better lines of communication between teachers and super-
visors, not least because these tools match the two practices (school and work) to
each other by means of a common cross-context language.

A different kind of tool also developed by schools within sub framework 1,
was the logbook. In their logbooks, students could document what they had been
working on and learned during their internship period. This documentation had
many different formats: pictures, videos, text etc. Often, students used their
smart phones for documentation purposes. When the students returned to
school, the logbooks were brought into play in prospective professional develop-
ment conversations between teachers, supervisors, and students. This can be the-
oretically understood as framed reflection-on-action conversations and the ben-
efit of these kinds of conversation was, amongst others, that students would bet-
ter remember and understand what they had been working on during their in-
ternships and were better able to talk about it and make meaningful connections
between school and work:

When they [the students] fill in their logbook during their internship period and
return to school, they remember in an instant what they did and what they learned
back then. Thus, in their final basic course exam, they are able to use some of this
work from their internship period. (Teacher, technical school)

In summary, then, both the school and the workplace experienced “a shorter dis-
tance” between each other as a result of the development work. This resulted in a
better understanding of each other’s work, which in turn led to concrete contacts
between school and workplaces, the creation of specific transformation tools, and
improved coordination, and lines of communication. All of this rubbed off on the
students and, within the teachers’ perception, students experienced improve-
ments in the connection between their school and internship periods and en-
hanced their opportunity for transfer of knowledge and experience between the
two contexts. Thus, on a general level, increased collaboration on the institutional
level, between teachers and supervisors, should be considered a key field of ac-
tion in the future in order to increase VET students’ ability to perceive and make
meaningful connections between school and work during their VET pro-
grammes.

However, connections are not only facilitated on an institutional level - activ-
ities on a didactical level can be of great importance and value, as well.
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The didactical level

On this level, the evaluation shows that learning activities aimed at creating re-
flective thinking skills can work as a key driver for students’ ability to make con-
nections between school and work. Reflective thinking is in this context to be un-
derstood as students” increased awareness of theory and ability to consciously
reflect upon practice (Schon, 1983). In the following, we show that the institu-
tional and didactical levels are closely linked.

A supervisor has this to say about the specific learning activities aimed at mak-
ing the participants increase their reflections and understandings of the various
settings of learning: ‘One student said to me she felt that she had become smarter from
this. Reflecting upon it during her internship period brought her to a new level” (Intern-
ship supervisor, social and health school).

The quotation refers to a didactical experiment, in which teachers have devel-
oped different plays and acted them out within a framework of Forum Theatre
(sub framework 2) as a way of working with students” experiences and expecta-
tions at school and in their workplaces. In short, the Forum Theatre was a way of
working with different scenarios or cases, which troubled the students in relation
to their coming internship period. The point is that the ‘play’ can be paused at
any time by the teacher, the students or the supervisor in order to discuss the
possible different reactions to the dilemma at hand and the different ways to
move the play forward.

According to the teachers, the Forum Theatre proved to be a very eye-opening
way for the students to work with their fears and anxiety in relation to the coming
internship. Because of the way the plays were designed it provided a safe envi-
ronment for the students to discuss and think about their coming internship pe-
riod which opened up new horizons of action in practice to the students as well
as an increased awareness of the progression of their own learning. The concept
of reflection-on-action provides a theoretical understanding of these kinds of sit-
uations. Thus, it highlights the teachers” and the internship supervisors’ respon-
sibility to frame the VET students’ reflections professionally in order to support
their connection-making between school and work. According to the following
quote, from the interview of a supervisor at a social and health school, this meant
that students were able to focus on learning from the very start of their internship
period, rather than fear or concerns:

Sugervisor: Often, when the students start their internship, they hardly dare to
walk down the corridor, because: ‘No, a dangerous guy will probably come along
any minute’. The students felt isolated with these thoughts and didn’t tend to share
them. Now they have learned: “Well, a lot of my classmates feel the same way. And
my supervisor knows about it as well, because we played it out in school’. So they
are much more open from the get-go. They are less afraid.

Interviewer: What does that mean?

Supervisor: It means they get started on their learning much faster.

61



Arnt Louw & Noemi Katznelson

Research suggests that VET students often expect school activities to be mean-
ingful in relation to their internship and become frustrated if this is not the case
(Aarkrog, 2001; Hansen, 2010; Nielsen, 2004; Tanggaard, 2004). Thus, this way of
working with VET students” expectations and providing reflective tools to deal
with the dilemmas and challenges of their internship is exemplary despite the
great differences between various parts of the VET system. The findings here res-
onate with other studies, where the enhancement of VET students’ reflective
thinking skills is highlighted as one key element among others for students to
experience better transformations between school and work practices in health
care education (Christensen, 2012; Dalsgaard, Nielsen, Dau & Grenkjeer, 2004).
As mentioned in the previous section, logbooks were also used by some of the
schools in their development work, thus supporting VET students’ connection-
making and reflection skills. One of the business schools also explicitly used log-
books as a way of increasing students’ reflective thinking skills in relation to the
question of how schoolwork could best be applied during their internship.

It is a reflective thinking tool. We ask them [the students] to reflect upon the past
week. Reflect upon how they might use this in their work life. So, we teach them to
reflect. And we use the logbook as the basis for conversations after the school pe-
riod - between supervisors and students. (Municipal education manager, business
school)

The logbook was often used by the schools that were working on developing a
common language (sub framework 1). And, as the quotation below indicates, us-
ing logbooks had a great impact on students” actions during their internship pe-
riods. Their reflections on past actions opened up new possible ways for them to
act in the future:

Project manager: The logbook is a brilliant tool to maintain and reflect upon prac-
tice. You are not just acting but you act reflectively.

Interviewer: And how does that increase connections between school and work?
Project manager: Well, reflection is the connection. When they experience some-
thing in practice, they act upon it and move towards the next thing. If they pause
to evaluate the situation and reflect upon it, they have a chance to link it to theory.
(Project manager, social and health sc%ool)

A project manager from one of the participating agricultural schools had similar
experience:

Interviewer: How does the logbook become a connecting tool between school and
work?

Project manager: I don’t know if it is too concrete, but I would say that the benefit
is in the reflective way of thinking. That's the value of it. That’s what it’s all about.

Student reflective thinking skills, then, is a key empirical finding in relation to
their connection-making between school and work. However, the question is:
What is ‘student reflection skills” actually about? Why does the project manager
quoted above express the idea that ‘the reflection is the connection’? What is
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meant by that? First, it is important to note that this is a teachers’ or professional
perspective. How students view this matter remains, as yet, undetermined. Sec-
ondly, the concept of “student reflection skills” implies that reflection forms and
takes place within the heads of students, when in reality such reflection skills is
connected also to external organisational practices, to actions and experiences,
and to concrete tools such as the logbook or the Forum Theatre. Reflection skills
and actions are, thus, linked together by tools developed by the schools in this
study. The concept of reflection-on-action helps us to understand how these tools
makes it possible for the students to step back from their immediate actions while
still having these actions central to their reflection. Thereby inspiring students to
become ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schon, 1983) and helping them transform
knowledge and competences from one context to another.

As mentioned above, the logbook functions as a tool for the VET students to
preserve and document their work and learning. It makes it easier for them to
bring their work and learning into play in other contexts, including fora of reflec-
tion and conversation with supervisors or teachers.

However, in order to benefit from a reflective thinking tool such as the logbook
or Forum Theatre, it is crucial that teachers and supervisors assume responsibil-
ity for bringing such tools into play and frame the reflections professionally. In
this sense, the potential for strengthening VET students’ reflective thinking skills
by way of e.g. the logbook is highly dependent on close cooperation between
VET teachers and internship supervisors on an institutional level.

The value of reflections in VET

It should be mentioned that the focus suggested here, a focus on facilitating re-
flection skills in relation to the interplay between different contexts within VET
and among the VET students, has been met with a certain criticism. The criticism
has to do with the move towards an academisation of VET, which has been noted
in Denmark over the past 10-20 years, emphasising VET students” academic skills
at the expense of their practical skills. Furthermore, the latter voiced concern that
this move towards a stronger academic focus might undermine the attractiveness
of VET, which for many young people has to do with being allowed to perform
concrete work and not having to reflect on life in abstract terms. Thus, simply put:
According to critics, supporting VET students’ reflection skills is not a goal that
aligns well with the nature of VET or VET students” motivations.

At face value, such criticism seems warranted and in line with a common-
sense understanding of the vocational professions. However, a closer look at the
criticism reveals at least two shortcomings in this line of argumentation. The ar-
gument that thinking (reflecting) is a privilege of the well-informed upper sec-
ondary students only serve to support the valorisation of such education over
VET. This makes the parity of esteem, which the VET sector is struggling to
achieve, even more elusive.
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However, a perhaps more serious implication is that such criticism ignores the
important fusion between academic and manual labour that is so central to the
VET professions. Indeed, creativity and innovation are reliant on the ability fo do
at a highly skilled manual level as well as the ability to adapt and transfer the key
principles of such high level doing to other situations. This is what Schon refers to
with the concept of ‘reflection in and over practice’ - the ability to step outside of
the immediate situation and reflect upon it within a broader perspective of alter-
native choices (Schon, 1983). Reflexivity is a prerequisite for the ability to do so.

This fusion between academic and manual skills is manifested in different
ways in the various VET professions. The use of Forum Theatre at one of the social
and health schools, as mentioned above, is one example, pointing to the general
powerfulness of such fusions with regards to the opening up of new opportuni-
ties for action in practice for VET students (Senneth, 2009; Tanggaard, 2014;
Tesfaye, 2013). Furthermore, VET in Denmark is a general education and, as such,
obliged to support the transferability and adaptability of the students” skills in
order to ensure their educational and professional mobility (Aarkrog, 2015). Sup-
porting and developing VET students’ reflective thinking skills is vital in this re-
gard.

Conclusion

In conclusion, then, what can be learned from the 21 different development pro-
jects in relation to VET students” connection-making during their VET education
and in relation to the Danish dual system in a wider sense? Two points stand out.

First, it can be concluded that in order to support VET students’ connection-
making between school and work, a strong cooperation between the supervisor
of the internship company and the teacher of the VET school is needed (Louw,
2015). School and work have different perspectives on VET students and what
they need to be able to do and know (Louw, 2018). When connections between
these perspectives are not being helped forward it becomes up to the individual
participant - the student - to create ways of transforming and transferring
knowledge and competences between school and work. The findings presented
in this article illustrate how helpful it is to students when connections are being
established on an institutional level - ‘around’ the students, so to speak - aiding
students in establishing a sense of coherence in their education.

On the institutional level, such connection-making may be brought about
through face-to-face talks between a teacher from a VET school and a supervisor
from an internship company co-developing tasks for students to work on. This
creates room for exchange of perspectives and experiences, and establishes a
stronger common frame of understanding between supervisors and teachers.
This common frame of understanding on the institutional level means that VET
students are no longer individually responsible for transforming and transferring
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knowledge and experiences between school and work (something that has tradi-
tionally been challenging for them), because both contexts are now guided by
similar concepts and goals. In this way, teachers and supervisors - acting on an
institutional level - are able to develop a common frame of reference for the bene-
fit of VET students. Thus, supporting the students” ability to make cross-context
connections on an individual level during their VET programme.

Secondly, it can be concluded that working with students’ reflection skills, in
relation to how tasks from school and work connect to each other, helps the stu-
dents transform knowledge and competences from one context to the other
(Aarkrog, 2012). This is brought about by, among other things, creating better
opportunities for students to reflect on their professional actions during their in-
ternship in relation to the more general learning in school - and vice versa. The
study shows examples of how such cross-context reflection might be profession-
ally framed and take place by means of for example Forum Theatre activities, the
pamphlet, or the logbook. With a point of departure in these activities, the stu-
dents’ reflective thinking skills are enhanced and they are being animated to think
backwards and think ahead between school and work periods. It should be stressed,
at this point, that supporting VET students’ reflective thinking skills should not
be seen as a replacement for the acquisition of practical competences but rather
as an integrated element of their overall practical skills - a fusion of academic
and manual competences.

On a general level, the article demonstrates how dialogue and collaboration
between schools and workplaces, as well as didactical activities aimed at enhanc-
ing reflection among the students, strengthen students” ability to make connec-
tions between school and work. Finally, from an education policy point of view,
the findings reported above hold an important message. As outlined in the be-
ginning of the article, the Danish dual model has a long and proud history. How-
ever, VET teachers, supervisors, and VET students are still struggling to bridge
the gap between school and work. The recent reformation of the Danish VET sys-
tem addressed this point by stressing the importance of strengthening teachers’
and supervisors’ cooperative competences as well as structural connections be-
tween school and work. Based on the findings reported here, it can be concluded
that in order to strengthen the results and attraction of the Danish dual model
and inspire other countries heading in the same direction, a strong and obligating
collaboration on an institutional level between teachers and supervisors, includ-
ing the active support by school managements, is vital.

Endnotes

1 After the reform of the Danish VET system in 2015, the basic programme was divided
into two: Basic Programme 1 (GF1) and Basic Programme 2 (GF2). GF1 is for students
who come directly from lower secondary school or with a maximum of one gap year
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between lower secondary school and VET school. GF2 is for students younger than 25
with more than one gap year between lower secondary school and VET school. Students
older than 25 enter a special VET education for adults (EVU). Before the reform of 2015,
all students would start at the same basic programme.

2In 2014, the Danish Ministry of Education formulated a strategy for development work
in three different types of programmes: 1) Inspiration programmes: Initiated when
knowledge about a specific field is limited and no assumptions can be made about which
activity leads to which effect. 2) Model programmes: Initiated when knowledge about a
field is uncertain but one or more assumptions can be made as to which activity leads to
which effect. 3) Systematic programmes: Initiated in order to provide certain knowledge
about the effects of an activity in several local contexts.
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