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Abstract

The academisation of vocational education and training (VET) teacher pathways, often
referred to as academic drift, is a relatively recent phenomenon in Europe, with
significant implications for both teacher education and VET research. This article
examines the historical development of VET teacher education in Germany and Sweden,
using these countries as cases to explore how political decisions and academic models
have influenced their education. The study highlights the resulting tensions between the
demands of academic work and the practical competencies required of VET teachers.
The emphasis is on the teachers in the technical VET domain, given the distinct
developmental trajectories observed in disparate disciplines, such as commerce,
agriculture, and others.

The research draws on document analysis, expert discussions, and workshops with
VET teachers conducted during long-term research visits to Nordic countries, alongside
findings from the Erasmus project “VETteach.” After tracing the evolution of technical
VET teacher education in Germany, the article explores the establishment of VET
research as a discipline and its impact on teaching practices in the study programmes. It
then shifts focus to Sweden, where the effects of academisation on VET research and
teacher education are examined. A comparison with other Nordic countries provides
additional context. The findings reveal that while academic drift has enhanced the
theoretical underpinnings of VET, it has also created tensions between academic
learning and vocational competencies, with significant implications for the future of VET
teacher training and research in Europe.
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Academic drift of technical VET teacher education

Conceptual context of the comparison

Understanding historical developments is essential for comprehending current
structures and explaining the variations between countries. Despite numerous
similarities in societal values and developments, these do not necessarily lead to
identical outcomes. This notion is clearly demonstrated by the extensive
comparative study of the Nordic countries (Helms Jorgensen et al., 2018).

As is common in historical studies on VET (Gonon, 2020), this analysis does
not rely on a specific theory of modernisation, unlike some German-speaking
studies (Reinisch, 2011; Stratmann, 1993). The modernisation theories of
Habermas and Van der Loo/Van Reijen, used in those studies, can be effective in
explaining certain phenomena. For example, they illustrate differentiation, such
as the diversification of VET teacher education content in Germany,
rationalisation, such as the trend of ‘academic drift’ - the shift toward greater
academic qualifications in VET - and individualisation, such as offering
customised pathways for obtaining qualifications. However, applying a single
theoretical framework can risk overlooking important phenomena that fall
outside its scope (Kaiser, 2024). As a result, the findings of this study may appear
eclectic in its explorative approach, but they aim to elucidate the
institutionalisation of practices over the past century and to open a window for
reformed perspectives by highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of these
systems.

In analysing VET systems, various typological approaches can be applied,
including examining the role of the state in steering VET (Busemeyer &
Trampusch, 2012; Greinert, 2004), the role of occupations (DeifSinger, 1998;
Gonon & Bonoli, 2023), and the role of didactics (Pilz, 2016). However, these
approaches often neglect the historical and cultural contexts, as well as the
negotiation processes that have shaped these systems (Kaiser, 2020). Without a
clear understanding of these contexts, it becomes difficult to discern the
underlying reasons for observed differences. This is particularly relevant when
the economic structures of different systems are strikingly similar (Horner, 2004).

When comparing systems, it is crucial to ensure that the pathways to
professions, such as becoming a technical VET teacher, are comparable. This can
be done by using established frameworks to identify distinguishing
characteristics. A clear understanding of the specific structures, requirements,
and details is necessary. For example, if technical VET teachers are responsible
for providing sector-specific opportunities for practical skill development and
therefore also must have technical knowledge of the maintenance of machines
and equipment, they are likely to require different qualifications than those who
do not have this responsibility, because they are teaching the theoretical basics.
Thus, VET teacher education often follows distinct paradigms, akin to the

paradigms of educational systems and the level of abstraction required for
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teaching. Grollmann and Rauner (2007) differentiate between the trade paradigm,
which focuses on practical training in the tradition of the different trades, the
general teaching paradigm, which emphasises broad educational foundations,
related to academic teacher training, and the technical paradigm, which combines
theoretical knowledge with technical application, more related to the training of
engineers. These paradigms provide a framework for comparing VET teacher
education in Sweden and Germany, as will be discussed later.

Educational systems are shaped by their political constitution, the economic
conditions, societal values, and needs of each country, as well as by the resources
available for investment in the educational system. These systems evolve in
response to financial resources and the pursuit of particular interests. For
instance, if the societal priority is to ensure equal opportunities and security for
all, more or less regardless of financial contribution, a community school system
and comprehensive social security will likely emerge. In contrast, meritocratic
systems based on neoliberal principles focus on distributing opportunities
according to performance, with family background, financial capital, and social
capital significantly influencing the potential and social security of the next
generation (Schmid, 2005). In the latter case, the task of the teachers is strongly
focussed on imparting demanding knowledge and is far less oriented towards
individual support than in the former case. As a result, the qualification focus of
teacher training will also differ.

Given the interconnection between VET systems and the broader economic,
cultural, and political contexts, as well as their close relationship with other
educational systems, this study draws on an analysis of descriptions of system,
historical sources, political decisions, and their implementation. These findings
are reflected in scientific publications and national reports, but they are also
informed by discussions with experts (teachers, school principals, policymakers),
visits to vocational schools and further training institutions, and exchanges with
researchers at numerous conferences and seminars in Scandinavian and German-
speaking countries over the past decades. The findings were systematised
according to the prescribed structure of a German-language handbook and
revised several times before being published as the 2023 country study (Kaiser,
2023).

Moreover, collaboration in the EU-funded project VETteach with scientists in
the field of VET teacher education provided valuable insights for comparing
specific aspects, such as support for disadvantaged individuals, the integration
of digital technologies, and the development of democratic competencies in VET
teacher education through systematic international comparisons (Hoppe &
Kaiser, 2021). It is important to note that the facts are limited to specific ways of
VET systems and VET teacher education related to technical occupations and
branches. For example, earlier study programmes for business and sales teachers
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in Germany or VET in the field of forestry or household in the Nordic countries
are not taken into account.

This study also incorporates findings from an early research project at the
University of Darmstadt (Schapfel, 1994), which conducted a comprehensive
review of the academisation of VET teacher education in Germany up until 1990.
The next section of the article refers to this study, among others, and presents an
illustration of the historical evolution of the academisation of VET teacher
education in Germany.

History of VET teacher education in Germany and the current
structures

The systematic training of technical teachers for vocational schools in Germany
began in 1834 in Karlsruhe. Initially, the qualification was short and highly
oriented toward teaching work and addressing the regional needs of the trades
at the Polytechnic School, founded in 1825. This institution was the forerunner of
today’s Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) (Zimpelmann, 2019). The need
for specialised schools arose from industrialisation and the growing challenges
related to the development of technology in the workplace (Stratmann, 1999). It
became increasingly difficult to visualise the complex production processes and,
for example, to make corrections to workpieces by hand in the production
process. As a result, it had to be possible to understand technical drawings and
produce them in a simple form, even at skilled worker level. By the turn of the
20th century, systematic training structures for VET teachers had become
established, varying between a stronger academic focus and independent
vocational education institutions dominated by specific industries.

One early development was the ‘State Seminar Course for Teachers of
Technical Advanced Training Schools,” established in 1913 in Berlin. This
programme trained craftspeople, skilled industrial workers, and primary school
teachers as technical instructors within one year. In 1925, the duration of training
was extended to two years, and the course was renamed the ‘State Vocational
Education Institute’ (Riitzel & Schapfel, 1994, p. 8). The pioneers of German
vocational education theory Kerschensteiner, Litt, and Spranger, who resisted
academic drift, feared that increasing the academic nature of vocational
education would lead to an overly theoretical approach that disconnected
vocational schools from the practical, hands-on training required in the
workplace. They advocated for maintaining a balance between academic
knowledge and vocational skills to ensure relevance to real-world job demands
(Miillges, 1976).

During National Socialism, technical teacher training was standardised in
1942, with a course length of four semesters at vocational education institutions.
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Following the Second World War, there was a shift in focus towards
standardisation, with a greater emphasis on extended training programmes that
were subject to federal state regulations (Mehnert, 2000). Pre-academic models
were heavily oriented toward workplace practices, grounded in the Frankfurt
Method and later experimental technical courses. The Frankfurt Method,
developed to address workplace needs, focused on practical training that aligned
with real-world work processes, whereas experimental technical courses
explored innovative approaches to integrating technical skills into teaching
methods. These models emphasised the development of educational missions
tailored to the socioeconomic context, focusing on work processes (Brechmacher
& Gerds, 1993).

In the 1960s, the demands from technical teacher associations for academic
recognition and salary parity with commercial teachers and upper secondary-
level teachers were finally met. Consequently, VET teacher education
programmes were introduced with a state exam at general universities, followed
by a second phase of 1 %2 years of internship at VET schools ending with the
second state exam, similar to the teachers at baccalaureate school (Gymnasium).
As VET teachers also taught at higher technical schools that awarded a university
entrance qualification and also because of a shortage of well-trained VET teachers
in almost all federal states at the time, the federal states agreed to these demands
in the hope of making the profession more attractive and eliminating the shortage
(Stratmann, 1994). Bauer (2007) provides an overview of the reasons behind this
academic shift:

To summarise, the ultimately successful implementation of the academic TVET
teacher education is based on three motives: firstly, federal discussion about the
modernisation of the education system and the expansion of the VET system based
on the overall concept of scientific orientation of teaching and learning, with
necessarily needs scientifically educated teachers. Secondly, the reduction of the
shortage of VET teachers was due to a higher attractiveness of this profession,
Thirdly, the interest of the TVET teachers association, who were primally aiming for
professional advancement in terms of salary and thus equal footing to teachers of
grammar schools. (Bauer, 2007, pp. 129-130)

In contrast to the developments in West Germany, the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) introduced a nine-semester teacher training course in the 1950s,
offered at universities in Dresden, Magdeburg, and Karl-Marx-Stadt (Chemnitz).
This system involved a one-phase teacher training programme that integrated
internships and concentrated on a single subject. In comparison to the two-phase
training system in West Germany, which separated academic and practical
elements, the GDR’s one-phase model combined both components, potentially
offering more immediate, integrated practical experience of teaching. After
reunification, this model was transferred into the existing structures in West
Germany (Thomas, 1992).
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Both parts of Germany saw the academisation of VET teacher training, though
this shift led to a strong alignment with engineering and natural sciences
(Pétzold, 2011). This alignment moved the focus at most universities away from
work-process orientation and teaching practice. Once established professorships
for subject-orientated didactics in the technical faculties at the universities were
replaced when they expired by professors from engineering fields, who operated
by reducing engineering content into didactic elements without fully developing
a work-process-oriented approach to teaching. This led to ongoing debates
between proponents of work-process-oriented approaches and those favouring
an engineering science focus. In 1998, this tension resulted in the founding of the
Society for Technical Sciences and their Didactics (GTW), a part of the German
Association of Work Sciences, which supported the work-process-oriented
research, publications, and conferences (Hégele & Pangalos, 2012). This ongoing
debate has practical implications for VET teacher education today, as the tension
between focusing on engineering content versus work processes affects the
balance of theory and practical training in curriculum development and the
didactical design of learning. In the course of these debates, the importance of
competencies for teaching and classroom management is sometimes overlooked
(Briichner et al., 2024).

In the current era, the Standing Conference of the Ministries of Education and
Cultural Affairs (KMK) has established a national framework for all VET teacher
study programmes at universities. While differences exist between the various
Bachelor’s, Master’s, and state examination programmes, several similarities
remain:

1. Admission requirements: Candidates must hold an Abitur qualification
and complete at least 12 months of relevant work experience or an
apprenticeship in the vocational subject area (work experience can be
completed during the years of studying).

2. Study programme: The programme spans ten semesters and includes two
subjects. The curriculum combines theoretical and practical elements in
vocational pedagogy and didactics. Included are some weeks of
internships in school, reflected on an academic level.

3. Practical training: An additional 18 to 24 months of practice in school is
dedicated to a second stage of the programme, which includes
supplementary seminars at state training institutions for teachers.

The structure of VET teacher education can be understood through three key
stages: input, process, and output. As shown in Figure 1, the input includes the
requirements for entering the programme, such as school-based or academic
qualifications and work experience. The process refers to the components of the
programme itself, including its duration, the provider (typically universities), the
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content and methods used in teaching and learning, and the assessment tools
employed. Finally, the output stage refers to job opportunities available for

graduates, who primarily go on to teach in VET schools.

Entry

requirements

Job
opportunities

f
‘ Duration | | Provider | ‘ Content and methods ‘ | Assessment ‘

Figure 1. A conceptual model comparing VET teacher education in different countries
(Hoppe & Kaiser, 2021, p. 167).

Table 1. Overview of VET teacher education and profession in Germany (based on Hoppe
& Kaiser, 2021, p. 167).

Germany

Entry University entrance certificate, 12 months practical experience or

requirements  apprenticeship

Provider Universities, sometimes supported until Bachelor level at Universities of
applied science. Second Phase: State study seminar

Duration Bachelor 3 years (180 ECTS) + Master 2 years (120 ECTS)

Content and

or state exam 5 years (300 ECTS)

120 ECTS first subject, 90 ECTS second subject, 90 ECTS pedagogies and

methods didactics
Classical academic methods in the teaching subjects, project learning and
critical reflective methods in educational science and practice

Assessment Scientific term papers, Master Thesis, oral presentations at University level
Teaching plans and teaching practice in the second phase

Job VET school in the dual system, Technical or specified Gymnasium, adult

opportunities  education
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To unfold these elements in the German context, Table 1 provides an overview
of the key components of VET teacher education in Germany, including entry
requirements, programme duration, content, methods, and job opportunities.
This model will also serve as a reference point for comparison with Sweden,
discussed below.

Academic education of VET teachers and the establishment of
vocational education as a scientific discipline in Germany

The following section is dedicated to the effects of academisation with regard to
the formation of a VET science. Influences from neighbouring disciplines, such
as general pedagogy, industrial sociology, feminist sciences, psychology, and
labour science, are not taken into further consideration. These influences also
differed considerably depending on the period, the location of the universities,
and the educational background of the academic staff.

In vocational disciplines, students predominantly study engineering sciences
or specialised sciences, which often results in minimal connection to the
occupations they will later teach and the associated work processes and activities.
This disconnection can hinder the ability of VET teachers to address the practical
needs of their students, as the academic training does not fully prepare them to
offer real-world applications of technical skills. The foundation of the GTW
(Society for Technical Sciences and Their Didactics) as part of the Association of
Work Sciences in the 1980s, which reflects the dominance of the engineering
paradigm in the German system, as categorised by Grollmann and Rauner (2007)
was a reaction on this disconnection. However, as academic training for VET
teachers was to be provided in almost all federal states, the number of students
remained too low to establish specific professorships for didactics related to work
and vocational fields at all locations. The orientation towards existing
engineering degree programmes had to be maintained, especially since the
requirements of the higher VET school forms, which do not prepare students for
skilled work, also had to be taken into account. In addition, no solution had yet
been developed for occupational fields that involve a certain breadth of
professions, such as in the field of agriculture, which ranges from forestry and
horticulture to fishing and animal husbandry (Kalisch & Kaiser, 2019).

Since 2000, there have been initial efforts to improve the regional structure of
degree programmes, particularly in fields like nursing sciences and social work,
by linking digital educational offerings and increasing cooperation with
universities of applied sciences (Fahle et al.,, 2016). However, in such cases,
transitions to universities for a master’s degree must be guaranteed, as
universities of applied sciences do not generally offer second subjects.
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The establishment of vocational education research as an independent field of
research is closely linked to the academisation of VET teacher education
(Lipsmeier, 2010). This shift allowed the development of networks between
professorships and the emergence of vocational pedagogy as a research field.
These research efforts primarily focused on improving vocational curricula,
developing teacher training methodologies, and the integrative effects of VET for
socially disadvantaged groups of people at the beginning. For instance, the first
appointments to economic pedagogic professorships occurred alongside the
academisation of commercial teaching, and professorships in vocational
education were similarly staffed as technical teaching became an academic
profession (Zabeck, 1992).

In his study, Marschner (2018) traces the growth of VET research in Germany
focusing on technical VET, noting that between 1930 and the late 1950s only six
relevant professorships were appointed. However, this number increased
significantly between 1960 and 1980, with 19 appointments made, 11 of which
took place in the 1970s. The founding of the vocational, business, and economics
education division (BWP) within the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Erziehungs-
wissenschaft (German Association of Educational Science) in 1964 was also
pivotal in establishing vocational education research in Germany. This period
marked a renaissance in vocational education research, with contributions from
various interdisciplinary fields, such as feminist research, adult education, labour
market studies, and youth research. These interdisciplinary efforts were
supported by state funding and research from both public and private research
institutions, including the Bundesinstitut fiir Berufsbildung (Federal Institute for
VET) and the Institut fiir Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung (Federal Institute
for Employment Research) (IAB) in Nuremberg.

Today, vocational education research in Germany has become a well-
established academic discipline, as evidenced by the existence of more than five
specialised journals, each with distinct orientations and recognised peer-review
processes. In addition to the specialised associations, the International Journal for
Research in Vocational Education and Training (IJRVET), based in Bremen, further
reinforces the field's academic standing. There are several scientific conferences
with specific thematically focuses in the field of VET. These conferences and the
discourse in the journals have been instrumental in shaping national VET
policies, promoting collaboration between universities and vocational schools,
and fostering the development of innovative teaching and research
methodologies as well as the practice of VET in schools as in the companies.

The anthology published by Rauner (2018) on vocational education research
demonstrates the diversity of the subject matter and methodologies used in the
field. The anthology’s 96 contributions reveal the breadth of vocational education
research, encompassing curriculum development, vocational pedagogy, and
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adult learning. In this context, VET science in Germany can now be described as
an established science, as defined by Clark (1973), and as a direct consequence of
the academic drift within VET teacher education (Gotzl et al., 2019).

Although the BIBB (Federal Institute for Vocational Education Research) is
responsible for private-sector VET policy, it also conducts research on structures,
curriculum development, educational rules, adult education, and media across
its five main departments (BIBB, 2010, p. 25). Federal and EU-funded pilot
projects administrated by the BIBB have significantly stimulated research at
universities, particularly in the field of VET. However, since the 1990s,
university-based research has benefited less from these projects due to the rise of
private research institutes and a shift towards “high-quality’ or “non-practice-
based” research at universities. This shift has aligned university research more
closely with the Deutsche Forschungs-gemeinschaft (German Research
Foundation), as vocational education researchers increasingly seek competitive
research funding through more theoretical or fundamental research related to the
global scientific competition.

VET systems and VET teacher education in Sweden and the Nordic
countries

The objective of this section is to provide an overview of the evolution of VET
teacher training in Sweden over the past century, situated within the broader
context of VET development in the country. Sweden has been chosen as a case
study for the Nordic countries due to two key factors: firstly, the shifting
dominance between Sweden and Denmark among the five Nordic countries in
history, accompanied by armed conflicts between the kingdoms (Jystein &
Strath, 1997), which leads to many similarities across these nations, and secondly,
Sweden’s status as the largest country in the region by population.

While Germany’s dual system maintains a clear separation between general
and vocational education, Sweden’s model integrates both within a single
institutional framework, allowing students to engage in VET within a general
school setting at upper secondary schools. This system evolved differently across
the Nordic countries but can be traced back to early developments, such as the
creation of technical colleges. Nilsson (2008) notes that by the 1870s, Sunday and
evening schools became the largest providers of technical education, although
the level of technical training was still relatively basic. The expansion of adult
education laid a foundation for broader access to technical education, which was
further institutionalised with the establishment of VET schools in 1918.

The establishment of the VET School (yrkesskola) in 1918, followed by the
creation of Verkstadskola for students without access to work placements,
marked a significant shift in Swedish VET. The Verkstadskola, which used
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productive work as a pedagogical tool, achieved remarkable success. By the late
1930s, economic difficulties had enabled this alternative model to become the
core of Sweden’s VET system, effectively replacing the traditional apprenticeship
system (Kaiser, 2023). Michelsen and Stenstrom (2018, p. 14) observe, ‘The state-
led rise of the comprehensive school in Sweden meant that firm-based apprentice
skill formation was threatened and eradicated.’

The interrelation of the similarities and differences in the structures and the
historical development in the Nordic countries are described in a book series by
Helms Jorgensen and colleagues (e.g., Helms Jorgensen et al., 2018; Michelsen &
Stenstrom, 2018) through an extensive international comparative analysis
including Finland, Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. The volume on historical
development by Michelsen and Stenstrom (2018) in particular provides a
comparison of the key political events in the countries; the liberalisation of VET
(1850-1945), the social democratic regime (1945-1990), and the last phase, called
again liberalisation (1990-2015). They also point out in the final reflections,
bringing in a “possible Nordic model’, which is referring to the trade-off between
VET and Higher Education, described a ‘social democratic skill formation
system’ (Michelsen & Stenstrém, 2018, pp. 225-226).

It is therefore undisputed that the Swedish or Nordic model of “integration” of
VET into upper secondary schools has similarities in the Nordic countries,
leading to the establishment of comprehensive vocational training workshops in
Finland, Iceland, Denmark, and Norway. These facilities offer students practical
training opportunities in fields such as construction and automotive engineering.
For these workshops to function effectively, teachers must be experts in their
respective trades or professions (Remember the trade paradigm in Grollmann &
Rauner, 2007, mentioned before). Related to ‘integration” Finland is an exception
because vocational schools have continued as clearly separate institutions.
Legislation and funding are also separate. The 2018 VET reform was a step
towards merging VET for youth and adults (Virolainen, 2021).

The development of VET teacher education and its challenges in Sweden

The period from the late 19™ century into the early 21st century marked
significant transformations in the professionalisation of VET teachers in Sweden.
This period was critical, as VET increasingly became a cornerstone of Sweden'’s
industrial and economic development. However, several obstacles hindered the
creation of a consistent system that could effectively link experience-based
learning in the workplace with the development of pedagogical skills,
knowledge, and competence needed to design vocational curricula. These
obstacles included political resistance, financial constraints, and a shortage of
instructors with both practical and pedagogical expertise.
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In the late 19t century, the importance of teacher qualifications for technical
education was often overlooked. For example, the Swedish physicist and head of
the Institute for Technology Lars Johan Wallmark’s 1850 proposal suggested that
teachers from general technical schools should also work in evening schools to
meet industrial needs, but no structured training system was established to
support this idea. In 1907, the Technical Commission (Tekniska kommittén)
recognised the need for VET teacher education; however, no formal programme
was developed at the time (Hedman, 2001).

In 1918, the Swedish Parliament proposed the establishment of a State Normal
School for Vocational Education (Statens normalskola for yrkesundervisning),
but the government postponed its implementation, leading to ongoing
uncertainty in the field of VET teacher education. It was not until 1920 that the
National Centre for VET pedagogics (Yrkespedagogiska Centralanstalten) was
founded, offering short pedagogical courses for both practising and future VET
teachers. These courses, lasting between three and six weeks, covered subjects
such as educational psychology, teaching methods, and practical exercises.
Despite its limited size and direct government control, this institute played a
critical role in the early years of VET teacher education. However, the institute
faced significant challenges, including a shortage of qualified instructors and
difficulty balancing practical expertise with teaching skills (Hedman, 2001).

Political opposition to centralised vocational teacher education led to budget
cuts, with claims that there was insufficient demand to justify the existence of a
specialised VET teacher training institution. As a result, the Yrkespedagogiska
Centralanstalten closed in 1929 due to political and financial pressures, with its
responsibilities transferred to the Vocational School Department (yrkeskole-
avdelningen) in the ministry, weakening the focus on structured teacher
education. The closure in 1929 represented a major setback in the effort to
establish structured VET teacher education. The economic crises of the 1930s,
combined with inconsistent government support, further hindered efforts to
reform this kind of education until after World War II (Hedman, 2001).

From the 1940s onward, the demand for VET teacher education in Sweden
increased significantly. By 1950, the training period had expanded from five to
15 weeks, and by 1960, it had reached 33 weeks. In 1973, training for teachers in
industries and skilled trades was extended to 40 weeks (Dir. 2008:41). These
incremental reforms laid the groundwork for the more comprehensive training
programmes seen in the present day, with a stronger focus on pedagogy and the
integration of practical teaching experience

Reforms to upper secondary and adult education in the early 1990s introduced
new requirements for VET teacher education. A 1993 study led to the publication
of the report Hoj ribban! (Raise the Bar!), which recommended that VET teacher
candidates complete at least 80 university credit points alongside their vocational
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education and work experience (SOU 1994:101). At that time one full-time study
year in Sweden was 40 credit points (40 weeks), but since the Bologna process
with the new ECTS one year/40 weeks are 60 (ECTS) credit points. By 1996,
additional changes required 40 credit points for VET teacher certification, and 60
credit points were necessary to teach a general subject (Dir. 2008:41). In 2011,
teacher training was further consolidated under a new VET teacher degree
(yrkesldrarexamen). The training now required 90 credit points; 1.5 years full
time studies in pedagogy for VET teachers. The prior vocational education/
qualification is a requirement for admission (UHR, 2024).

But until the 1990s the VET teacher certificate remains under academic level
measured in an institutional perspective. Vocational teacher training was offered
at specialised institutions until the mid-1990s and typically lasted one year.
Admission requirements included basic vocational training and at least seven
years of professional experience. Then, the VET teacher students followed a
general programme that was also for general subject teachers, and they had to
write a bachelor’s thesis within their programme. However, a 2008 study (Dir.
2008:41) revealed that from the mid-1990s to 2009, demand for trained VET
teachers had tripled, while applications for VET teacher education had sharply
declined (Prop. 2009/10:89).

In response, the government’s 2009 proposal, Bist i klassen: En ny
lararutbildning (Best in class: A new teacher training) (Prop. 2009/10:89),
introduced four standardised teacher qualifications: preschool (forskolldrar-
examen), basic/primary school (grundskolldrarexamen), subject (dmnesldrar-
examen), and VET teacher (yrkesldrarexamen), with a focus on pedagogy,
didactics and subject knowledge for the three first mentioned teacher profiles.

Although recent reforms have increased the pedagogical requirements for
VET teachers, they are still academically less qualified compared to the other
teachers. VET teachers must now complete a university programme consisting of
at least 90 ECTS credits, with 60 credits dedicated to pedagogy and didactics, and
30 to practical teaching experience, but no requirement for writing a thesis
anymore. Those with prior teaching experience may be exempt from the practical
component of their training.

Despite these formal requirements, a significant number of VET teachers in
Sweden still lack full qualifications. For instance, in the automotive sector, the
qualification rate remains below 50%. A 2016 Cedefop forecast predicts a
shortage of 4,500 VET teachers by 2035 (Cedefop, 2016). This shortage is
compounded by factors such as insufficient enrolment in teacher training
programmes, competition from the private sector for skilled workers, and a lack
of incentives for VET teachers to pursue further qualifications. Although the
government aims to ensure that all of these teachers are fully qualified by the
mid-2020s, achieving this goal remains a significant challenge. Given the current
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rate of qualified VET teachers and the challenges in increasing enrolment in
teacher education programmes, it remains uncertain whether this goal can be
fully achieved without additional reforms or financial support.

Similarities and differences of VET teacher education to the other Nordic
countries

Even though the systems in the individual countries differ considerably, general
education subjects are taught by general education teachers in Sweden and the
other Nordic countries. So it is not necessary for VET teachers to be trained in a
second subject as in Germany. For example, Finland has implemented a
competence-based approach for several years, enabling students to make their
education more flexible. Legislation on pedagogical qualifications for teachers
has since 1998 referred to comprehensive and gymnasium schools, vocational
schools and universities of applied sciences, folk high schools etc. (excluding
early childhood, primary schools, and universities). Thus the ‘studies/ certificate’
of teachers” pedagogical qualification for all these institutes can be achieved in
Abo Akademi University for Swedish speaking parts of the country in Vasa and
in several VET teacher training units of Universities of Applied Sciences (UAS)
like in Hameenlinna, Helsinki, and Oulu. This system allows students to shorten
or lengthen their education according to their circumstances, extend it by
incorporating longer periods of work and practice, or take individual
qualification modules as adults to supplement their own qualifications as needed
(Virolainen & Stenstrom, 2014).

In contrast, the structures in Sweden were much less flexible for a long time
(Panican & Paul, 2019). Only in recent years has a system become established in
which learning at the workplace plays a greater role, and the skills and
knowledge acquired there are systematically integrated into school education
(Skolverket, 2018). This shift has implications for VET teacher training, as
teachers in Sweden now need to be adept not only in their subject matter but also
in integrating workplace learning into formal education. It is therefore their
responsibility to ensure that learning can take place at the workplaces in the
companies in accordance with the school’s curriculum. To this end, they also
have to steer discussions between the practice, the trainees, and the school as a
triangle and to control what happens at the workplaces (Lagstrom, 2012).

This form of practice orientation has long been developed in Icelandic VET,
depending on the sector. The variation in the use of log book-journals or more
rudimentary forms to follow up on what is happening at the workplaces is
largely due to differences in sector-specific requirements, with more formal
sectors like healthcare relying heavily on documentation and others, like
agriculture, focusing more on hands-on training (Eiriksdoéttir, 2020).
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In Norway, students spend the first two years of their four-year training more
or less at school, followed by two years of practical training in an apprenticeship.
This creates more demanding requirements for VET teachers, who not only teach
but also assist students in finding a company for their practical training (look at
the contribution of Gjelstad in this special issue). Moreover, VET teachers are
responsible for helping students develop systematic work habits and
professional behaviour, often in collaboration with colleagues (Nore, 2015; Rapp
et al., 2023). To equip VET teachers for this dual role, teacher education in
Norway includes modules on career counselling and collaboration with
industries to help students secure work placements. During a school visit in
Arendal, Norway, a VET teacher commented: ‘They have to learn what it means
to work, first. That has to happen here in the workshop, before they can get a
place in the working life” (Teacher in Arendal, Norway, 2023).

It is important to understand the differences between the various VET systems
and the historical context that has led to these divergences. As mentioned earlier
in the description of the VET teacher education in Germany, a conceptional
model was developed in 2018/19 to simplify the comparison of pathways to
becoming a VET teacher (Kaiser & Lindberg, 2019). This approach was applied
to the data in Figure 1 and Table 1. Now Table 2 highlights key differences in
VET teacher education pathways, including the varying emphasis on academic
versus practical experience and the role of formal qualifications in different
countries. This comparison reveals not only the diverse entry requirements but
also the varying levels of importance placed on vocational experience versus
formal education across these Nordic countries. The findings are based on
original research and expert interviews during the VETteach-project conducted
in 2023.

Looking at Table 2, it becomes clear that there is no single, typical pathway to
becoming a VET teacher, either in international comparison or within the
national context (Grollmann & Rauner, 2007). In Germany we have several
pathways as well, but more or less only one official model, as shown in Table 1.
Although the requirements for high-level vocational expertise are similar across
the Nordic countries, there are notable differences in the pathways. For example,
Finland requires significantly higher levels of academic expertise than Sweden,
Norway, or Iceland for entry into the academic programme. In Iceland, a
combination of vocational training and on-the-job experience is often sufficient,
whereas in Finland, a more extensive academic background is required. These
different pathways lead to varying levels of teacher preparedness, with more
academically rigorous pathways potentially leading to more comprehensive
training, while practice-based approaches can emphasise immediate, real-world
applicability.
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Table 2. VET teacher education and profession in four Nordic Countries.

Input Process Output
Country Entry Provider Duration | Content and Assessment Job
requirements methods opportunities
Model A: Universi- Model A: | Teaching Model A: Upper
Norway | trade certificate | ties or 180 ECTS | practice, Bachelor secondary
& 2 years work | University working thesis school
experience colleges process (VET pro-
analyses, grammes)
Model B: Model B: | competence | Modell B:
professionally 60 ECTS | orientation, | portfolio
oriented BA democracy, | assessment
& 2 years work personalised | Approval of
experience develop- pedagogical
ment, peer practice
learning,
self-
assessment
Bachelor / Universi- 60 ECTS Similar to Formative VET schools,
Finland | Master and 3-5 | ties of Norway portfolio, adult
years work Applied written education,
experience Science / papers advanced
Abo VET,
Akademi Universities
University of Applied
Science
Model A: University | Model A: | Teaching Modell A: VET schools
Iceland | MA in of Iceland | 60 ECTS, | practice, Portfolio
professional 1% year | goalsof
field parttime | pedagogy,
psycho-
Model B: Model B: | logical basics | Modell B:
VET and 180 ECTS | of learning BA thesis
experience BA
(seldom)
Basic eligibility | Universi- 90 ECTS, | General University VET schools,
Sweden | for higher ties and typically | vocational responsi- sometimes
education University | 3 years, pedagogy bility only in parts
colleges Credit (didactics) Varying of VET
Vocational for VET | Often models programmes
competence in teaching | distance
vocational expe- education
subject(s) rience 30 ECTS
EQF level 5 possible | practicum

In a small labour market like Iceland’s, practical experience is often prioritised
over formal education because it allows for greater flexibility and adaptability in
response to the needs of local industries and it is much easier to get VET teachers
and to offer them the flexibility to return in other jobs. The accumulation of
professional experience across diverse organisational contexts and occupational
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domains becomes a more significant factor. As a result, additional pedagogical
qualifications acquired during university studies are often required, though
these do not necessarily lead to accredited degrees like a Bachelor’s or Master’s
in Sweden, Norway, or Iceland. This is largely because the qualifications do not
reach the duration, required scientific depth and breadth for academic degrees.

Nevertheless, VET teachers are held in similar esteem as secondary-level
teachers in other subjects, especially in the schools of Iceland and Finland, even
though the latter have often undergone more extensive academic training. This
parity is evidenced by comparable salaries and opportunities for advancement
within educational institutions. One special aspect of Finland should also be
mentioned, which certainly goes hand in hand with the particularly high
reputation of VET teachers. A degree in this teaching profession for VET schools
and three years’ occupational experience is also a prerequisite for employment
as a lecturer at a university of applied sciences when holding a MA or UAS
degree as well.

Effects on research and the science of VET in Sweden and the
Nordic countries

When attending vocational education research conferences in Sweden, it
becomes clear that a large number of the next generation of researchers from
Norway and Sweden in the field of VET focuses primarily on the didactics of
their vocational specialisations, teaching practices, or exams (Lindberg et al.,
2014). Their research rarely addresses systemic structures, the historical
development of VET, international comparisons, or educational theories from
fields like sociology, political science, or adult education. From a German
perspective, many of these VET-related researchers come from initial VET
backgrounds, often having spent extended periods working as VET teachers,
which explains their focus on topics closely related to their professional
experience they had before. As a result, their doctoral theses are seldom part of
broader research projects or grounded in complex theoretical or methodological
frameworks, which are more commonly seen in Germany. This “distance” from
foundational scientific research and theory-building can be attributed to the way
vocational education and training and VET teacher education are structured in
Sweden, as previously discussed.

The state of vocational education research in Sweden was systematically
analysed for the first time by Lindberg (2004). Lindberg noted that, aside from
some historically oriented dissertations, most research on VET and its culture has
been conducted by researchers with backgrounds in sociology or macro-
economics. This pattern is evident in larger studies such as ‘Nordvet’, the
Scandinavian research project, mentioned before (Helms Jorgensen et al., 2018).
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Researchers with direct vocational education backgrounds, who study teaching
concepts, didactics, disadvantaged groups, teacher training, or the political
objectives of VET, and who publish internationally, have remained relatively
scarce until the early 2000s (Lindberg, 2004). In the last decade, two doctoral
programmes in Sweden funded by the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskaps-
radet) have played a vital role in promoting international exchange and
contributing to the professionalisation of Swedish vocational education research.

In Sweden, the shift of VET teacher training to universities (Asghari &
Berglund, 2020) has increased research capacity, with new professorships
established at universities and university colleges such as in Karlstad, Viaxjo
(Linneeus University), Kristianstad, and Falun (Dalarna University). The increase
in professorships has contributed to a greater emphasis on vocational education
research, leading to more research output and enhancing the academic
foundations of the field.

Neither Sweden nor any other Nordic countries have a state-run research
institution explicitly dedicated to VET, similar to the BIBB in Germany. Instead,
oversight of vocational education is embedded within central school authorities,
such as Skolverket in Sweden, with similar setups in other Nordic countries.
Small studies are sometimes commissioned by these authorities and conducted
by the scientific staff at the universities. Besides the growing output of research
on VET in the Nordic countries, there are still no private research institutes
specialising in VET, or a VET specific research association in Sweden, like the
BWP-section in the National association of Educational research founded 50
years ago in Germany (Kaiser, 2023).

However, in Iceland, where there is only one university with a VET research
focus and one professorship responsible for VET teacher programmes, the
implementation of larger research projects and broader cross-regional
cooperation remains a significant challenge.

In Finland, VET teacher education takes place at five universities of applied
sciences and one Swedish-speaking university, the Abo Akademi University
with the campus in Vasa. However, most of the lecturers at the UAS do not hold
full professorships, which limits their ability to supervise PhD students as
primary supervisors for a long time. This restriction hampers their research
capacities, meaning lecturers must go to traditional universities to obtain their
doctoral degrees.

There are a few journals in the Nordic countries dedicated to VET research. A
Finnish-language journal on VET (https:/ /akakk.fi/) is published by the Finnish
Vocational Educational Research Association (OTTU) and the Foundation for
Teaching, Education and Personal Development (OKKA), while publication of
the Nordic Journal of Vocational Education and Training with a Nordic editorial
board has been supported by the Swedish Research Council. In recent years,
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there has been an increase in professorships for vocational pedagogy at Swedish
universities. Similarly, Norway has seen the establishment of VET-related
professorships at universities in Trondheim, Bergen, Kristiansand, Tromsg, and
Oslo. Until a few years ago, most of these were universities of applied sciences
with a strong focus on subject didactics in their degree programmes.

The NORDYRK conference has played a key role in facilitating the exchange
of methods and ideas in vocational education research in the Nordic countries as
well. This international conference allows presentations in Swedish, Danish,
Norwegian, and English, offering young researchers opportunities to build
international collaborations and gain deeper insights into developments across
the Nordic countries. NORDYRK held its first conference in Umed in 2009 and
has since held annual conferences in different Nordic countries. Another
important conference, held annually in English since 2012 in Stockholm, provides
an additional forum for international engagement (Moreno Herrera et al., 2019).
Currently, vocational education research in the Nordic region is transitioning
from ‘amateurish science’ to ‘emerging academic science,” as described by Clark
(1973).

In conclusion, there is a clear link between the academisation of VET teacher
education and the establishment of VET research as a scientific field. The longer
academic programmes become, the more researchers and lecturers are needed,
which in turn leads to the creation of more professorships at universities. This
increase in research manpower generates more publications, journals, and
conferences, further establishing the field of VET research (Gotzl et al., 2019;
Kaiser, 2021). From the perspective of young researchers looking to establish
themselves in the field, these factors support the case for further academic drift
in vocational education research.

The following section will explore the side effects and broader implications of
this trend.

Caught between the demands of academic and vocational education

VET aims to equip individuals with the skills and knowledge necessary for
employment while remaining adaptable to changes in the future. At the same
time, the democratic constitutions of the countries analysed, demand that
learners develop skills for active citizenship, as well as the ability to confront
contemporary global challenges, such as the planetary crisis (Alam et al., 2023).
For instance, in Iceland, these demands are reflected in the six pillars of education
(see Figure 3). These six pillars - literacy, sustainability, creativity, health,
democracy, and equality - serve as guiding principles for Iceland’s education
system. They emphasise not only academic competence but also the importance
of preparing students for active participation in society, which aligns with
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vocational education’s broader goal of developing adaptable, responsible
professionals.

EQUALITY Creative thinking
and utilisation of
knowledge
Equality Education for
’ sustainability EDUCATION FOR
Learnability . SUSTAINABILITY
» Literacy, )
' expression and
5 Democracy and numerical and
DEMOCRACY AND human rights informational
HUMAN RIGHTS communication
Health ;
Literacy and L’:?;gs:;;:
:3::?;:" in Icelandic
anguages LITERACY IN THE

WIDEST SENSE

Figure 3. The six pillars of education in Iceland (Ministry of Education, Science and
Culture, 2014, p. 14).

This requires learners in initial VET to not only master technical skills but also
develop the capacity for critical thinking, social awareness, and responsible
professional action. They must be encouraged to express contradictions, which
fosters a stable sense of self-worth and a deep understanding of social contexts,
including workplace dynamics such as unions (Kaiser, 2024). Professional
competence involves interacting appropriately with customers and colleagues
and making decisions aligned with sustainability goals.
Volanen from Finland captures the dilemma many professionals face:

As professionals we all find ourselves confronted with a conflict between our own
work and the basic problems of our era: how should I solve the problems I face in
my own work if I look at them as, for instance, as a parent, a citizen or a human
being, not just an employee. What solution emerge for my examination when I

consider my professional problems from all these various angles? (Volanen, 1999, p.
172)
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This tension, between the demands of professional expertise and the broader
responsibilities to society, shapes the reality of VET in every country.

However, an overemphasis on general skills and educational goals can have
detrimental effects, as seen in the Nordic countries. For example, in Sweden,
placing focus on non-vocational content in upper secondary schools - aiming at
preparing students for university entry - led to higher dropout rates in VET
programmes and increased youth unemployment (Kaiser, 2023). Similar trends
are observed in Norway, where greater motivation stems from practical, hands-
on learning (Nyen & Tender, 2018). On the other hand, it is important to note that
participation rates in VET programmes in Sweden tend to decline when access to
university from these programmes becomes more difficult. As a result, both
parents and students increasingly favour educational pathways that provide
broader opportunities and flexibility for the future. This may be one reason why
participation rates in Norway are higher in the VET programmes compared to
Sweden - it is an easy way to gain access to university with an extra year of
schooling.

Lindberg (2014) argues that VET must prioritise practical workplace
competence. Vocational knowledge is a form of situated judgment, combining
the language of the trade - tools, materials, methods, techniques, planning, and
ethics - with hands-on experience. Tacit knowledge, or the unspoken under-
standing gained through practice, plays a vital role in the interaction between
these elements. For example, a VET teacher in the automotive field may struggle
with the tension between teaching the theoretical foundations of engineering and
ensuring students can perform hands-on tasks like engine diagnostics. The
teacher must not only convey the theoretical principles behind car mechanics but
also ensure that students can apply this knowledge in a real-world setting - an
approach that integrates both academic rigour and occupational skill
development. Recognising the distinctions between VET and academic learning
is crucial, as these differences create the tension that defines the education and
teaching of VET teachers.

The goal of VET is to master practical skills and tools while joining a
community of practice, a setting that supports further development through
collective learning. Competence is developed through practice, observation, and
experimentation. Professionalism is achieved by refining routines that allow
practitioners to focus on the finer details of their work, as the foundational
processes become second nature. Quality is assessed through measurable
comparisons to set objectives, whether they relate to product specifications or
meeting customer expectations. As one student describes in a Norwegian study
of Marit Lense:

To become an expert craftsman, it is not enough to do a bit of screwing and carpentry
on your own; there is so much more behind it. Our vocational teacher’s professional
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pride shaped us positively. Because of him, it was important for us students to do
our best. It was clear to us that he performed his craft with deep respect. Through
him, we understood that it was important to be exact and concentrated. We worked
hard to learn and to show him that we were serious too. (Carl) (Lensjg, 2024, pp.
341-342)

In contrast, academic learning seeks to understand and master the thinking and
methods of scientific disciplines, with the goal of contributing new knowledge.
Rather than focusing on practical competence and solutions, academic learning
emphasises understanding, theory, and analysis.

Academic education, however, is traditionally rarely designed to prepare
students for real-world work, except in the context of academic or research
careers. As a result, exploring the processes involved in performing tasks and the
associated trial work is rarely part of the academic curriculum, with the exception
of some practical courses in engineering and medicine. Prospective VET teachers
often find themselves disappointed because their university studies do not
directly align with the aims of VET, where practical skills are emphasised
(Carnein et al., 2023). This disconnect can cause frustration when students expect
their studies to lead to better teaching through repetition and practice.

Finland’s competence-based approach in higher education offers an
interesting model that bridges vocational and academic learning. By focusing on
the development of both practical skills and theoretical understanding, Finland
allows students to pursue higher education without losing the hands-on, applied
aspects of VET. Here, students refine their ability to present and develop their
own ideas, contributing to scientific discourse. Quality assurance comes through
engagement with established research, logical procedures, evidence-based work,
and transparent, ethical approaches. This integration could serve as a model for
other countries, where vocational and academic education often remain more
separate.

To bridge the gap between academic and vocational learning, it is essential to
make prospective teachers aware of the difference between acting according to
instructions and developing innovative, creative professional practices. As
professionals, they must influence the structure of VET systems and design
teaching and assessments that encourage active learning. Vocational teaching is
not merely about applying knowledge or didactic methods but requires critical
reflection and social imagination (Kaiser, 2024). Teaching, in this context,
becomes a creative art, requiring more than adherence to routines or methods -
it requires the ability to shape a learning community that reflects broader societal
and professional contexts (Rasmussen, 2021).
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Conclusion and limitations

In order to provide insights into the similarities and differences in the
development of VET teacher education in several countries, it is necessary to
reduce complexity and find a middle ground between showing relevant details
and creating an overview of the main tendencies. This approach is limited in its
stringent use of elaborate research methods like systematic literature reviews for
summarised insights into the structures of the various Nordic countries and
Sweden in particular. The valuable and complementary insights in practice at
schools and the talks with stakeholders used here are not based on a systematic
concept or on previously defined categories. Rather, the order followed
opportunities and the willingness of school administrators and colleagues on site
to grant access and be prepared to engage in dialogue.

This could be significantly improved for future research through specific
questions, hypotheses, and appropriately developed research methods. But still,
the study draws on surveys from the previous EU project “VETteach” which have
been reported on in more detail elsewhere.

Nevertheless, the evolution of VET teacher education in Germany, Sweden,
and the broader Nordic countries reveals ongoing tensions between the academic
demands placed on teachers and the practical skills required for VET. The
increasing academisation of VET teacher pathways, while advancing theoretical
foundations and enhancing professional status, has also introduced challenges,
particularly in balancing academic and vocational competencies.

The shift towards more academically oriented teacher education programmes
has undoubtedly elevated the status of vocational education, aligning VET
teachers with their counterparts in general education. This development has led
to a stronger focus on pedagogical theory, critical thinking, and research-based
methods, especially in countries like Germany and other German-speaking
countries, where vocational education has become a well-established field of
academic inquiry. However, this trend also raises concerns about the possible
disconnect between academic learning and the hands-on, work-process-oriented
skills that vocational teachers need to impart to their students. One bitter
consequence of the associated increasing distance between academic research
and teaching, on the one hand, and the knowledge and analytical tools actually
required in the everyday work of teachers at vocational schools in Germany, on
the other hand, is the almost complete non-involvement of universities in the
second and third phases of teacher training.

In Sweden and the Nordic countries, the effects of this academic drift are
particularly pronounced, as VET systems that once prioritised practical skills
now emphasise more academic qualifications. While this shift offers VET
teachers greater professional recognition, because they are part of the upper
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secondary school, it also risks alienating vocational education from its roots in
practical, workplace-based learning.

To address these challenges, VET teacher education systems must find ways
to integrate academic rigour with practical competence. Strengthening practice-
based learning within VET teacher programmes is essential to ensure that
teachers not only excel in pedagogical theory but also retain the ability to guide
students in developing essential technical and practical skills. Moreover,
fostering interdisciplinary research that draws on insights from sociology,
political science, and education theory could enrich the study of VET, allowing
for a more comprehensive understanding of its role within society and the
economy.

In this context, international collaboration and knowledge exchange will also
play a key role in shaping the future of VET teacher education. Conferences such
as NORDYRK have already created valuable platforms for dialogue, helping to
align vocational education research across the Nordic countries and beyond.
These forums will be critical in continuing to refine VET systems, ensuring they
remain responsive to the evolving demands of the labour market and global
challenges, such as sustainable development and digital transformation.

At the same time, however, study circles, meetings, and conferences would
also be necessary at which active VET teachers could discuss and exchange
information on trends and solutions in everyday teaching work, as was the case
in its origins and is still partly the case today in the “Hochschultage berufliche
Bildung’ (Academic Days for Vocational Education and Training) in Germany, at
which there are specific sub-conferences on vocational specialisms and general
education subjects were practitioners in school meet researchers.

Ultimately, the academisation of VET teacher education has brought
significant benefits, but it also presents critical challenges that need to be
carefully navigated. Ensuring that VET retains its practical focus while
embracing academic advancements will be key to its ongoing success. By
fostering a more integrated approach, where both theory and practice coexist
harmoniously, it is recommended that learning methods from VET be utilised in
order to ensure adequate preparation for VET teachers. This is needed to cope
with the complexities of modern work and society, ensuring its relevance and
impact in an ever-changing world. In this context, the sustainable development
goals and their increasing importance in educational discourses can lead to a
practice-orientated expansion of the understanding of vocational education and
training (Schiitt-Sayed et al., 2021).
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