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Abstract

Increasing immigrants’ labour market participation is an important political goal in
many European countries. Vocational education and training (VET) can play a key role
in this process. The aim of this scoping review was to review the literature on using VET
programmes as a means for immigrants’ labour market integration by mapping key
characteristics of empirical studies within this research field, and to analyse challenges
reported in the literature. We conducted systematic searches in three international
indexed databases and supplementary searches in alternative sources. In total, 20 studies
(published 2013-2023) were included. Our findings suggest that research on immigrants
and VET has slightly increased during the ten-year period we mapped. The studies are
predominantly qualitative and originate from the Nordic and German-speaking
countries, with refugees and teachers as the main research participants. Through
thematic analysis, we identified two broad and interrelated themes of barriers to
integration in VET programmes: institutional challenges and situational challenges.
Institutional challenges were further categorised into the sub-themes of information,
access, course provision, and organisational challenges. Situational challenges include
newcomer factors, reception factors, immigration policies, and integration policies.
These findings highlight the complexity of immigrants’ learning trajectories in VET,
shaped by the interplay of multiple challenges within diverse local and national
contexts.
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Integration of immigrants into vocational education and training in Europe

Introduction

Across Europe, education and training are emphasised as key policy measures
for achieving socio-economic integration (European Commission, 2020), with
access to and participation in education and the labour market being identified
as important outcomes (Penninx & Garcés-Mascarenas, 2016). In the context of
integration policies targeting newly arrived immigrants, these measures are often
framed within a ‘train-first’ approach, referring to long-term investment in
developing individuals’ skills (Arendt & Bolvig, 2020). Studies suggest that this
approach is effective. Obtaining formal qualifications in the country of settlement
- such as completing upper secondary education - can increase young refugees’
participation in the labour market (Manhica et al., 2019). Likewise, it has been
found that immigrants in Germany benefit from occupational-specific education
and training, which enhances their access to the labour market (Geven &
Sporlein, 2023).

One way of obtaining a formal qualification is through vocational education
and training (VET). Both the EU and OECD regard VET as a powerful integration
tool to secure newly arrived immigrants’ stable labour market participation
(European Commission, 2020; Jeon, 2019). Thus, several countries have deve-
loped policy measures that target this group’s entry into VET. For example, in
Switzerland, national authorities decided to use the VET system to facilitate
refugees’ integration into the labour market, and in 2018, a pre-apprenticeship
programme was introduced (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023) with promising results for
obtaining a subsequent regular apprenticeship (Stalder et al., 2023). Refugee
apprenticeship programmes have also proven to offer effective transitions to
employment in Denmark (Jorgensen, 2022).

The promising outcomes of these initiatives raise interesting broader questions
about understanding how VET can serve as a means for integrating newly
arrived immigrants into the labour market (Moreno Herrera et al., 2022). This
growing interest is mirrored in an expanding body of research, spread across
several disciplines and fields. To our knowledge, no scoping review and
systematic analysis have addressed immigrants” participation in VET. Such a
review can summarise central findings thus far and point to research gaps to
enhance our understanding. There has been a call for more systematic syntheses
drawing on an explicitly stated methodology of retrieving, selecting, and
synthesising the relevant body of knowledge in the VET field (Gessler & Siemer,
2020). Therefore, to provide an overview of the literature in this interdisciplinary
and dynamically evolving field, we applied a scoping review approach to
systematically retrieve and map its breadth and to analyse the main themes. The
following research questions are addressed: 1) What are the key characteristics
and central topics in the studies we included? 2) What challenges are reported?
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To address the first research question, we provide a structured overview of
the included studies, mapping study population, geographical focus, topics, and
methods used. To answer the second research question, we present a thematic
analysis of the challenges the researchers point to in their analysis. Two
additional research questions were originally considered, namely, to identify
what the findings suggest about the benefits of VET for newly arrived
immigrants’ labour market integration, and what factors may foster newly
arrived migrants’ participation and completion of VET. Even though the
intention of some of the empirical studies was to investigate benefits and barriers,
few have addressed benefits in their findings; hence, we focused on what the
literature says about challenges.

In this study, we identified and analysed 20 studies conducted in European
countries. While migration is a global phenomenon, we focused on Europe
because integration policies, education systems and labour market conditions
tend to be more aligned across European countries than across other regions, due
to shared legal frameworks and similar socio-political contexts. Our research
strategy initially focused on locating VET studies that use the terms ‘immigrants’,
‘refugees’ or ‘migrants’. Reflecting the literature identified, we adopt the term
newly arrived immigrant as an overarching term. This term encompasses a range
of migration motivations and diverse legal residency statuses. While most of the
studies we analysed refer to their study population as refugees, some studies that
use the broader term migrants refer to refugees. Moreover, some studies do not
explicitly state the migration backgrounds of the students discussed; however,
references to countries of origin - like Somalia and Afghanistan - suggest that
most students in these studies may be refugees or individuals who have been
reunified with refugee family members. When presenting individual study
tindings, however, we use the terminology applied by the respective authors.

The next paragraph focuses on the benefits and challenges of employing VET
as a means for integrating newly arrived immigrants into the workforce. We then
go on to describe our analytical perspective and the methods used, including the
search protocol and coding procedures. In the results section, the key
characteristics and central topics of the included literature are presented, as well
as our thematic analysis of challenges. This scoping review ends with a
discussion of the findings and reflects on some of the research gaps before its
concluding section.

Benefits of VET for labour market integration

While European countries share some general similarities, the role VET can play
in integrating newly arrived refugees can vary significantly, because VET
systems are structured, organised, and embedded differently in the labour
market across countries (Pilz, 2016). In countries where the traditional approach
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to vocational training involves a blend of state and company provision - as seen
in collective skill formation systems (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012) - VET
makes significant promises in promoting a smooth transition from school to work
(Koehler & Schneider, 2019; Nilsson, 2010) and for facilitating the integration of
refugees (Arene & Bonoli, 2023). In collective skill formation systems, shared
responsibility of employers, labour organisations, and the state ensures that
training - in a dual system both at school and in the company as an apprentice -
aligns with labour market needs in a way that benefits both individuals and
employers. Individual benefits for newly arrived migrants include acquiring
highly relevant technical and practical job skills, alongside opportunities for
learning about the settlement countries” formal and informal workplace norms,
practices, and expected conduct (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023; Jergensen, 2022). Such
dual systems, through which school-based learning is combined with on-the-job
training as an apprentice, can, for instance, be found in Germany, Austria,
Switzerland, Denmark, and Norway. In contrast, Sweden, Finland, and France
are examples of countries that have traditionally employed state-led, school-
based VET systems (Pilz, 2016), where work-based learning holds less
significance. Although such typologies offer helpful analytical frameworks, it is
important to recognise that VET systems are evolving. For instance, recent
reforms in Finland have increased the emphasis on work-based and competence-
based learning (Rintala & Nokelainen, 2020).

A benefit of most VET systems is that newly arrived immigrants can start to
learn vocational skills even with limited proficiency in the language spoken at
work (Jergensen, 2022). Another benefit across countries is that VET certification
is recognised by employers in the labour market. Hence, there is a high chance of
finding employment that matches the documented skills obtained upon
completion (Geven & Sporlein, 2023).

Challenges facing immigrants in VET

In several OECD countries, immigrants” participation in VET is lower than the
majority population (Beicht & Walden, 2019; Jeon, 2019), which has been
explained by the multiple challenges that many face.

First, some groups of immigrants may have problems fulfilling the pre-
requisites for entering VET, due to inadequate formal qualifications, language
skills, lack of work experience or insufficient knowledge of the local culture and
values (Bredgaard & Thomsen, 2018; Jeon, 2019; Stalder et al.,, 2023). Such
challenges may particularly put pressure on ‘late arrivals’, that is, young people
who arrive in a new country late in their educational trajectory. These young
people need to complete school in a short time after arriving in a new country
whilst also learning a new language, building new social bonds, and getting
acquainted with new cultural norms. Many young recently arrived refugees face
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additional challenges because their education has been disrupted or is
incomplete due to pre-migration conditions and the flight (Lynnebakke et al.,
2020). This disruption also leads to some refugee students entering upper
secondary school as young adults to fill in educational gaps. Such delays can
entail additional burdens and a sense of urgency to complete one’s education, for
example if they are young adults who have established their own families.

Refugees have a vast variation in their educational backgrounds and aspira-
tions for further education and work. Some want to complete education and start
working as soon as possible. Some have higher education aspirations, but delay
pursuing these, which can be due to both being older when entering and
completing upper secondary school, as well as wanting to financially support
family members in the new country or abroad who can be in dire situations (Joyce
et al., 2010; Lynnebakke et al., 2020; Nell-Miiller et al., 2021; Oppedal et al., 2017).
Hence, for some refugees, VET may be a relevant educational path in the longer
or shorter run as they navigate delayed educational trajectories and other
complex life challenges.

A second challenge newly arrived migrants may face, regardless of migration
background, is related to having insufficient information about the education
system and dual training systems. This topic has frequently been addressed in
the literature (Beicht & Walden, 2019; Jeon, 2019) as many young people with an
immigrant background might be unfamiliar with the benefits and opportunities
of the VET system and the value of a vocational qualification on the labour
market.

A third barrier for newly arrived immigrants” entry and completion of VET
may concern difficulties in securing an apprenticeship or work placement, which
can be due to a lack of social networks (Roth & Weifsmann, 2022) and/or the
presence of ethnic discrimination by employers (Imdorf, 2017). Companies can
be highly selective in their choice of apprenticeship candidates (Bonoli & Wilson,
2019). In dual VET systems, an apprenticeship contract is a prerequisite for both
accessing VET and progressing to the workplace-based part of the training.
Consequently, not obtaining a placement or an apprenticeship can hinder both
entry into VET and the transition to the practical company-based training phase
of VET.

The relevance and degree of these challenges vary between countries,
depending on the structure of the education system and the extent to which the
state is willing to intervene in the VET system (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012).
For example, employers’ social engagement can be increased by state inter-
ventions such as subsidies (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023) or by establishing preparatory
measures that can provide language training and information about the labour
market, and connect students to companies - all of which can potentially make
the transition to regular VET programmes easier (Jeon, 2019).
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Analytical approach

To guide our thematic analysis, we adopted a theoretical approach that is
grounded in research on barriers to participation in education. Specifically, we
applied Cross’s (1981) framework, which categorised such barriers into three
main types: dispositional, situational, and institutional. Situational barriers refer to
the individual’s broad circumstantial conditions; institutional barriers concern
institutional conditions; and dispositional barriers concern individual
dispositions or motivation to participate in education. Cross (1981) developed
this framework to describe barriers faced by adult students in their pursuit of
post-secondary education. We found this framework to be relevant for under-
standing the trajectories of immigrant VET students, because many of these
students are (young) adults who balance multiple responsibilities, such as caring
for family members and covering living expenses, which set them apart from the
typical obligations that younger VET students have.

Moreover, we followed Lambrechts (2020), who has studied refugees’ barriers
to accessing higher education, in the sense that we shift the focus away from
individual traits and “deficits’, and how students adapt to the educational system.
This contrasts with theories of labour market integration that emphasise an
immigrant’s human capital (e.g., Bredgaard & Thomsen, 2018), which tend to
focus on individual barriers and enablers of integration. By highlighting
situational and institutional barriers, our perspective highlights structural and
systemic barriers, thereby addressing how VET can be made more inclusive and
flexible and adapt to the resources of students.

Methodological approach

This study applies a scoping review approach - a type of ‘review research’
(Kunisch et al., 2023) that is suitable for systematically identifying, describing,
and examining broad, complex, and dynamically developing research topics
with the aim of identifying knowledge gaps (see also Levac et al., 2010; e.g.,
Tricco et al.,, 2018). A scoping review usually provides a description of the core
characteristics of the identified studies, such as publication year, country of
study, and discipline. In addition, it organises the studies into themes and
syntheses to address the review question(s). Scoping reviews can also be used to
clarify key concepts in the literature (Munn et al., 2018). Given our broad research
questions and the high interdisciplinarity of this emergent field, we deemed the
scoping review approach well-suited for our study. As we assumed that the
number of eligible studies would be limited, we assessed the method to be
appropriate for conducting analyses beyond bibliometric metadata, providing
thematic analyses and syntheses based on data from full texts (e.g., Campbell et
al., 2023). To ensure transparency in our study, we used the Preferred Reporting
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Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-
ScR) Checklist (Tricco et al., 2018).

Search strategy and eligibility criteria

The review includes empirical studies on the participation of immigrants in VET
in Europe, published between 2013-2023. We focused on studies published in
English, including immigrant students who either qualified for or participated in
VET. Both peer-reviewed journal articles and edited book chapters were con-
sidered. Studies with insufficient information in the abstract were excluded. The
search strategy was informed by inclusion and exclusion (eligible) criteria
drawing on the Population-concept-context framework recommended by the
Joanna Briggs Institute for scoping reviews (The Joanna Briggs Institute, 2015).
Table 1 outlines the eligibility criteria.

Table 1. Eligible criteria.

Category Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria
P-population Immigrants qualifying for and Non-immigrants
(Who?) participating in VET Children of immigrants ('second
generation’ immigrants)
Labour
C-concept Vocational education and Non-structural measures
(What?) training, including Higher education
apprenticeship Higher vocational education
C-context Education for labour market Other forms of integration
(With what integration
qualifiers?)
Time span 2013-2023 Before 2013
Publication status Peer-reviewed journal articles Other types of scholarly
Edited book chapters publication
Language English Languages other than English
Design Empirical studies Theoretical papers
Country of origin European countries Non-European countries

Following a protocol that is openly accessible (Wollscheid et al., 2023), we applied
systematic searches in three internationally indexed databases: Web of Science
(WoS) and Scopus (both with a general focus) and Education Source (disciplinary
focus). The main searches and strategic searches were conducted in August 2023
for the first two databases and in October 2023 for the third database. Table 2 lists
the initial search terms. Table 3 presents the search strings that were tested and
revised, tailored for each of the three databases.
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Table 2. Search terms.

C-concept P-population C-context
Vocational education and training Immigrant* Integration
Vocational education Refugee* Inclusion
Vocational training Migrant*

TVET

VET

Apprenticeship*

Table 3. Search Strings.

Vocational education and training OR vocational education OR

Search string 1 vocational training OR VET OR TVET OR apprenticeship*
Search string 2 Immigrant* OR refugee* OR migrant*

Search string 3 Integration OR inclusion

Search string 4 1AND 2 AND 3

In international indexed databases such as WoS and Scopus, there is relatively
lower coverage of publications in the social sciences and humanities than in other
disciplines (see Aksnes & Sivertsen, 2019; Heck et al., 2024; Wilder & Walters,
2021). To address this limitation, we applied a combination of citation checks of
all publications and reference list checks of core publications (thematically highly
relevant publications; additionally identified papers). Such supplementary
searches are a common practice in systematic reviews in the social sciences
(Papaioannou et al., 2010), and generated eight studies for inclusion. As a result
of the initial and supplementary searches, we identified 17 peer-reviewed journal
articles and three book chapters. Figure 1 provides the identification and
selection process (PRISMA-ScR-diagram).

For the screening, we imported all references (without duplicates) from our
searches in the databases into Covidence, a web-based systematic review
software. The first and second author were involved in the screening process. For
pilot testing and validation of the first screening process, the titles and abstracts
of 20 references were screened by the first and second authors independently of
each other. Consensus mismatches were resolved by discussion and in cases of
uncertainty, the full text was retrieved. After that, the remaining references were
screened by the first author. Uncertain cases were discussed between the first and
second authors until consensus was reached. The screening process was
informed by the eligibility criteria, which were revised after the validation phase.
Twenty studies were deemed eligible for inclusion, and these are marked with
an asterisk in the reference list.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Chart.

Coding procedure and analytical framework

The 20 studies were analysed according to a coding scheme designed for this
review. Relevant codes comprised descriptive study information such as the
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studies” authors, publication year, geography (place of study), purpose, study
population, research design, main findings, and conclusions. Further analyses
comprised the extraction of central topics and identification of research gaps and
implications for further research.

To address the second research question, we prepared for analysis by
extracting information from findings judged to be relevant to the research
question. The first author was mainly responsible for this process. Extracted data
were stored and analysed in a Word document. The coding procedure followed
a thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and in the first phase involved one
reviewer (first author) who independently analysed and coded the extracted
data. Thereafter, the third author participated in the coding process in the same
document as the first author. The coding process and initial themes were
discussed, and the two reviewers refined these to agree on a final set of themes.
Emerging themes were discussed with the second author.

Results

Below, we present the results in line with our research questions: 1) What are the
key characteristics and central topics of the studies we included, and 2) What challenges
are reported?

Key characteristics in the included articles

In the following, we describe the studies according to characteristics such as
publication status and year, country of origin, VET context, research design, and
participants.

The review included 17 journal articles and three book chapters. Most of the
articles were published in journals in the field of VET research. The three book
chapters were published in books that explored migration in relation to
education (including the role of VET), employment, and asylum. During the
period spanning from 2013 to 2018, there was a notable scarcity of published
studies concerning VET and immigrants (N=2). However, an upward trend can
be observed in 2022 and 2023, with more than half of the studies (N=11) emerging
during those two years. This trend may be attributed to the significant influx of
immigrants and asylum seekers in several European countries in 2015/2016, as
research on planning, implementing and evaluating educational measures, as
well as the scientific publication process, usually takes considerable time. Of the
studies published after 2015, 16 out of 18 framed the need for more research
within the context of increased refugee immigration.

The studies reported research undertaken in nine countries: Germany (7
studies), Sweden (3), Switzerland (2), Austria (2), Finland (2), and Denmark (1).
In addition, three studies were comparative, including the countries Sweden and
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Australia (1), Austria, Denmark, and Germany (1), as well as the UK, Germany,
Romania, Italy, and Denmark (1).

Qualitative research designs were used in most of the included studies (17).
Two studies that evaluated pre-vocational preparatory classes used a mixed-
methods design (Reinke & Goller, 2022; Stalder et al., 2023). Only one study used
a quantitative design, namely a longitudinal survey study design (Maue et al.,
2021).

Examining the study context, we found that many studies (12) explored VET
programmes at the regular upper secondary school level, focusing either on the
school-based part (6), the work-based part (3), or both (3). Six studies examined
pre-vocational preparatory classes that aimed to improve refugee students’
transition to regular VET. Lastly, two studies investigated VET at the national
system level, comprising two comparative studies that mainly explored barriers
in VET policy for accessing VET.

The studies addressed various population groups, with most incorporating
the perspectives of students and teachers. Ten studies explored students’
experiences of participating in VET. Among those that explicitly reported the
number of included students, sample sizes ranged from two to 33 students for
the qualitative studies, and from 333 to 432 students for studies using survey or
register data (see Table 4). On average, about 70 per cent of the research
participants are men, probably reflecting that most of the refugees are male and
that courses in general were male-dominated (Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015;
Jorgensen et al., 2021). Interestingly, all but one study that involved students as
research participants originate from German-speaking countries. The only study
from the Nordic countries included two students (Mustonen & Strommer, 2022),
thus likely illustrating scarce research evidence published in English from the
voices of newly arrived refugees in VET in these countries.

In contrast, five of the nine studies that examined teachers” viewpoints and
experiences were conducted in the Nordic countries. Within the studies that
explicitly stated the number of participating teachers, the number varied from 4
to 11 for the qualitative studies, and a survey study included 38 teachers.
Additionally, two studies incorporated perspectives from school leadership or
school authorities alongside teachers responsible for pre-vocational classes for
refugees.
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Table 4. Overview of studies including students as research participants.

Study (first author, Number of Sex Age Nationality

year, country) participants

Stadler (2023) 432 refugees 60.5% M: 264 years -

Switzerland men (target 16-35)

Maue (2021) 333 refugees 82% men  15-30 (M: Syria, Afghanistan,
Germany 18.7 years) Iraq, Eritrea, Gambia
Rusert (2023) 33 refugeesor 31 men 17-38 Afghanistan, Albania,
Germany immigrants 2 women Bulgaria, Gambia,

Iraq, Kosovo, Mali,
Pakistan, Palestine,
Romania, Syria

Fontanari (2022) 30 refugees - - Various Sub-Saharan

Germany countries

Verwiebe (2019) 26 refugees 20 men 18-40 Afghanistan, Syria,

Austria 6 women Iraq

Wehking (2023) 23 refugees 18 men 18-40 Afghanistan Syria,

Germany 5 women Iraq, Mali, Gambia,
Somalia, Suda, Saudi
Arabia

James (2020) 22 refugees 20 men 19-25 Afghanistan, Eritrea,

Germany 2 women India, Somalia, Syria

Ortlieb (2022) 6 refugees 6 men 15-29 Afghanistan, Iran

Austria

Mustonen (2022) 2 migrants 2 men - Somalia, Afghanistan

Finland

Glorius (2020) Refugees (no - 14-17 Mainly from

Germany N mentioned) Afghanistan, Eritrea,

Syria, Kosovo

The perspectives of working life representatives, such as employers, colleagues,
or instructors, were part of the data in three studies. Finally, two studies included
other actors like activists, social workers, lawyers supporting refugees, refugee
charities, researchers, and stakeholders. The articles that used the term
‘stakeholders’ referred to employees in vocational schools, non-governmental
organisations, and labour market organisations (Jergensen, 2022) as well as
national VET and migration authorities, regional VET authorities, and
professional training organisations (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023).

Central topics of the included studies

We grouped the central topics of the studies into four categories: (1) students’
learning and integration, (2) teachers’ practices and perceptions, (3) programme
establishment, development, and evaluation, and (4) benefits and barriers of
using VET as an integration tool at state level.
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Students’ learning processes and integration through VET

Seven studies addressed students’ learning processes and integration through
VET. These studies focused on several topics, including how students’ legal
status can impact their learning process in VET (Fontanari, 2022; Wehking, 2023);
how translanguaging practices support students’ learning (Mustonen &
Strommer, 2022); and students” experiences of their training or social learning
environment in either the vocational schools (Rusert & Stein, 2023), in the
workplace (Ortlieb & Ressi, 2022; Verwiebe et al., 2019), or in both settings
(Stalder et al., 2023).

Teachers’ practices and perceptions

Teachers’” practices and perceptions are discussed in five studies. These
encompassed investigations into understanding VET teachers’ practices to
support language learning in school-based VET (Paul, 2023) and the integration
of learning within the dual system, both at school and work (Choy & Warvik,
2019). Additionally, attention was given to the development of teaching practices
for immigrants (Henning Loeb, 2020), as well as teachers’ perceptions of diversity
(Itkonen et al., 2015). Furthermore, insights were gained into teachers’
perceptions of their students” situation inside and outside school (Asghari &
Abraham, 2022).

Programme establishment, development, and evaluation

Concerning programme establishment, development, and evaluation, all five
studies in this category investigated different aspects of newly established
preparatory programmes designed to transition refugees into regular VET in
Germany and Switzerland. Two studies evaluated the local implementation
process in Germany (Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020; James et al., 2020). The
three other studies took a more exploratory approach. In Switzerland, Aerne and
Bonoli (2023) addressed the organisational and coordination challenges involved
in the decision-making process at the federal and regional levels for establishing
a new national pre-vocational programme. Maue et al. (2021) analysed
transitions from prevocational preparation classes to regular VET. Finally,
Reinke and Goller (2022) explored challenges encountered in implementing and
developing a preparatory programme.

Benefits and barriers of using VET as an integration tool at state level

Three studies aimed to investigate the benefits and barriers of using VET as a tool
for labour market integration by looking at state-level policies and organisation
of VET. This group of studies includes two cross-European studies (Chadderton
& Edmonds, 2015; Jergensen et al., 2021) and one study that focuses on the role
of apprenticeships for integrating immigrants in Denmark (Jorgensen, 2022).
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Reported challenges

We conducted a thematic analysis to categorise what the studies report about
challenges of using VET as a means for supporting immigrants” integration into
education and the labour market. The themes were organised into two
overarching categories - institutional challenges and situational challenges - each
comprising four and three sub-themes respectively, aligned with our analytical
framework (see Table 5).

Institutional challenges

The first overarching theme, institutional challenges, comprises four sub-themes:
information, access, course provision, and organisation. Among these sub-themes,
information was addressed the least in the studies. Four studies identified
informational challenges that newly arrived immigrants face, particularly
difficulties in understanding the educational system in the new country before
entering VET (Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015; Jergensen et al., 2021; Reinke &
Goller, 2022) and during a preparatory VET programme (James et al., 2020).

The studies on access-related challenges concern entrance requirements in VET
that make it difficult for immigrants to attend. Chadderton and Edmonds (2015)
described an inflexible and highly regulated VET system in Germany, Denmark,
Romania, and Italy, which makes it difficult for refugees to enter. Jorgensen et al.
(2021) pointed to the same challenge. However, this study to a greater extent
related access problems to individual factors, that is, refugees’ language skills,
incomplete basic education, as well as their reduced chances of obtaining an
apprenticeship contract. Other studies also addressed the latter. For example, one
study found that teachers could take on a mediating role in supporting refugee
students” access to informal social networks in which apprenticeships are
distributed, but that they might not feel responsible for this work (Glorius &
Schondelmayer, 2020). Studies also indicated that teachers might struggle to find
work placements for their students due to employers’ perceptions of the assumed
cultural or language barriers refugees face (Henning Loeb, 2020; Jorgensen et al.,
2021). Another access-related finding concerns challenges with accrediting
refugees’ prior education due to lack of documentation or devaluation by
authorities. This can make re-education necessary (Chadderton & Edmonds,
2015; Jergensen et al., 2021). As noted in the introduction, this finding is well-
established in the research literature, and several European countries have
developed systems for skills assessment and recognition of refugees’ prior
qualifications (Jeon, 2019).

Challenges concerning course provision of VET to immigrants is a broad sub-
theme, and aspects of inadequate course provision are discussed in 13 studies.
This sub-theme relates to different pedagogical challenges at the organisational
(meso) and individual/class (micro) levels. Meso-level challenges concern
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Table 5. Overview of thematic categories for research question 2: Which challenges are

reported?
Primary theme Sub-themes No. Reference
studies
1) Institutional Information 4 Chadderton & Edmonds (2015), Jergensen et
challenges al. (2021), James et al. (2020), Reinke & Goller
(2022)
Access 6 Chadderton & Edmonds (2015), Glorius &
Schondelmayer (2020), Henning Loeb (2020),
Jorgensen et al. (2021), Jorgensen (2022),
Verwiebe et al. (2019)
Course provision 13 Chadderton & Edmonds (2015), Choy &
(curriculum, language Wirvik (2015), Glorius & Schondelmayer
training, time constraints, (2020), Henning Loeb (2020), Iktonen et al.
student heterogeneity, (2015), James et al. (2020), Jergensen et al.
teacher-student relations, (2021), Mustonen & Strommer (2022), Ortlieb
teacher practices and & Ressi (2022), Paul (2023), Reinke & Goller
perceptions) (2022), Rusert & Stein (2023), Wehking (2023)
Organisation 7 Aerne & Bonoli (2023), Chadderton &
Edmonds (2015), Glorius & Schondelmayer
(2020), Hennig Loeb (2020), Jorgensen (2022),
Paul (2023), Stadler et al. (2023)
2) Situational Newcomer factors 9 Henning Loeb (2020), Itkonen et al. (2015),
challenges (cultural integration and James et al. (2020), Jorgensen et al. (2021),
cultural differences, Maue et al. (2021), Ortlieb & Ressi (2022),
language skills) Reinke & Goller (2022), Rusert & Stein
(2023), Wehking (2023)
Reception factors 12 Asghari & Abraham (2023), Chadderton &
(discrimination and Edmonds (2015), Fontanari (2022), Glorius &
racism, social integration, Schondelmayer (2020), Henning Loeb (2020),
students” economic James et al. (2020), Jorgensen (2022),
situation) Jorgensen et al. (2021), Maue et al. (2021),
Rusert & Stein (2023), Verwiebe et al. (2019),
Wehking (2023)
Immigration and 8 Asghari & Abraham (2023), Chadderton &

integration policies

Edmonds (2015), Fontanari (2022), Glorius &
Schondelmayer (2020), Ortlieb & Ressi
(2022), Paul (2023), Reinke & Goller (2022)
Wehking (2023)

criticism of the curriculum, reported mainly from pre-VET programmes in
Germany, where students or teachers expressed a need for additional subjects
(like mathematics) (Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020; James et al., 2020; Reinke &
Goller, 2022). Other studies addressed challenges related to (a low) availability
of language training within VET programmes. Newly arrived immigrant VET
students might need supplementary language training, both before and during a
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VET programme, but this provision varied and did not exist in all the countries
examined in these studies (Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015; Jergensen et al., 2021).
Furthermore, in a study from Germany, James et al. (2020) found that there is a
lack of attention to students’ heterogeneous language levels and an insufficient
focus on grammar and specialised vocational vocabulary during the programme.
From Sweden and Finland, studies indicated that VET teachers may vary in how
they view their own role in supporting newly arrived migrants’ language
learning (Henning Loeb, 2020; Mustonen & Strommer, 2022; Paul, 2023). One
study found that some teachers expressed a willingness to develop relevant skills
and to extend beyond everyday practices to meet specific needs of immigrant
students (Henning Loeb, 2020), whilst another study found that VET teachers
expressed frustration and dissatisfaction about being cast in a ‘language teacher’
role (Paul, 2023).

Critiques of curriculum and language training provision often relate to
teachers’ perceptions of the limited time available to achieve a sufficient level of
vocational and language skills (Choy & Warvik, 2019; James et al., 2020; Paul,
2023; Reinke & Goller, 2022). For example, a study found that teachers expressed
concern that students’ language proficiency at the end of pre-vocational
programmes might be insufficient for transitioning into ordinary VET (Reinke &
Goller, 2022). Programme duration varied across countries and types of VET
programmes. Yet, findings from different contexts indicate that teachers and
trainers often found course lengths far too short to prepare students for passing
advanced-level courses (Paul, 2023), getting familiar with company work culture
and practices (Ortlieb & Ressi, 2022), and developing the language skills that are
required for transitioning into ordinary VET or finding employment (Reinke &
Goller, 2022). James et al. (2020) and Wehking (2023) noted that students
sometimes attended additional language classes outside the VET programme,
adding to their time pressure.

The final sub-theme under institutional challenges is organisational barriers.
Chadderton and Edmonds (2015) highlighted some evidence for insufficient
contact between organisations that work with refugee issues and those providing
education and training in the countries examined in their study. Meanwhile, a
study from Switzerland identified coordination challenges between national
immigration authorities, authorities responsible for VET, and private actors
involved in VET provision, when these actors tried to establish a new pre-VET-
programme (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023). However, this study also revealed that
several coordination barriers were overcome and that the programme was
regarded as a success, mainly due to the flexible implementation, a generous
subsidy, and active participation of employers who saw a clear interest in
participating (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023; Stalder et al., 2023).
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At the school level, organisational barriers were reported mainly from
teachers. These barriers were observed in the Swedish studies and include
collaboration problems between language teachers and vocational teachers (Paul,
2023), and a lack of resources allocated to classes for recently arrived migrants,
due to low priority by school leaders and municipal educational authorities
(Henning Loeb, 2020).

Situational challenges

The second overarching theme pertains to situational challenges. Following
Lambrechts (2020), we conceptualise these as barriers relating to the broad
individual circumstances encountered by newly arrived immigrants. We have
categorised the sub-themes of this topic into newcomer factors, reception factors, and
immigration and integration policies.

Newcomer factors addressed in the studies concern challenges with cultural
differences, cultural integration'! and language skills. Five of these studies
described challenges that immigrants faced in adjusting to a new culture in the
workplace or school environment (Itkonen et al., 2015; James et al., 2020; Ortlieb
& Ressi, 2022; Reinke & Goller, 2022; Rusert & Stein, 2023). Some studies found
that divergent norms and values between teachers and students could lead to
misunderstandings and negative feedback for certain behaviours, such as, for
example, punctuality (James et al., 2020; Ortlieb & Ressi, 2022; Reinke & Goller,
2022). In Finland, Itkonen et al. (2015) found that many teachers relied on
stereotypical assumptions about the behaviour of people from certain countries
or regions to explain students” educational achievements or lack thereof.

Meanwhile, in a study from Germany, Rusert and Stein (2023) observed
challenges related to being used to a different school culture than in the
settlement country. Rusert and Stein state that in Germany, lessons promote
critical skills, as well as creative and reflective skills, whereas lessons in the
refugees’ countries of origin were more oriented towards factual knowledge.

Concerning language-related challenges, studies about immigrant students
found that a lower level of proficiency in the settlement country language caused
stress and difficulties in students’ learning situation (Rusert & Stein, 2023;
Wehking, 2023) and challenges with transitioning into regular VET and employ-
ment (Maue et al., 2021; Reinke & Goller, 2022). In these studies, insufficient
language skills were identified as one of the greatest barriers to achieving success
in pre-VET or in the school-based part of VET (relating to passing exams).

Reception factors refer to migrants’ broader settlement context beyond
educational institutions. Most of the 12 studies that address this topic concern
refugee students. These studies found that perceived discrimination and racism
as well as challenges with social integration hindered refugee students” ability to
interact with native peers. For example, research from Germany found that
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refugee students experienced both subtle and overt discrimination, sometimes in
the form of ‘jokes” and devaluation by other students and teachers at school
(Rusert & Stein, 2023), and by colleagues and employers in the workplace during
apprenticeships (Wehking, 2023). In Sweden, a study found that employers’
xenophobic views made it difficult to find work placements for students
(Henning Loeb, 2020). Discrimination can be an obstacle to social integration.
However, other difficulties related to social integration were more (often)
explicitly addressed in the studies. Some studies found that students who
attended separate classes for newcomers expressed a desire for more contact with
native peers (Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020; James et al., 2020). Interestingly,
Maue et al. (2021) observed a positive correlation between having contact with
Germans helping young refugee students and the likelihood of these students
entering a regular educational pathway. However, also in the German context,
Glorius and Schondelmayer (2020) and James et al. (2020) found that teachers and
school authorities did not perceive an obligation to facilitate the integration of
refugee students with German students at school.

Concerning economic barriers, some studies from Denmark and Germany
highlighted the issue of low wages received by students during both pre-
apprenticeship and regular apprenticeship periods, identifying this as a barrier
to completing VET programmes (Jorgensen, 2022; Jorgensen et al., 2021;
Verwiebe et al., 2019). Jorgensen (2022) observed that in Denmark, partial
completion of a VET programme could be seen as a “positive drop-out’ if it led to
employment, for instance when bus drivers who obtain a driving license during
school-based VET secure relevant jobs (Jergensen, 2022). Fontanari (2022) noted
that apprenticeship contracts in the low-paid sectors could negatively affect
students” ability to achieve self-sufficiency.

The eight studies that addressed the sub-theme of immigration and integration
policies concerned the impact of legal restrictions on VET students’ learning
(Fontanari, 2022; Ortlieb & Ressi, 2022; Reinke & Goller, 2022; Wehking, 2023)
and reported that such policies can constrain migrants” educational /vocational
choices (Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015; Fontanari, 2022; Wehking, 2023). Some
studies reported that VET students’ unclear residence status may negatively
impact learning and social inclusion as students feared deportation (Asghari &
Abraham, 2022; Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020; Reinke & Goller, 2022).
Chadderton and Edmond (2015) underscored that dispersal policies could
provide immigrants with housing, but limited their access to jobs and training,
because immigrants in several countries tended to be housed in municipalities
with few work opportunities. Two studies addressed consequences of a German
law that states that rejected asylum-seekers could be granted residency if they
completed three years of vocational training followed by two years of related
work. These two studies discussed challenges of students” social mobility, as it is

41



Rennaug H. Lyckander, Sabine Wollscheid & Brit Lynnebakke

impossible to pursue alternative qualification paths and a change of vocational
training is only allowed once within this regulation (Fontanari, 2022; Wehking,
2023). As the available apprenticeship contracts were usually located in the low-
paid sector (Fontanari, 2022), inclusion of former asylum seekers in the labour
market via this route seemed to be narrowed to a few vocational sectors.

Discussion

The purpose of this review was twofold: to map peer-reviewed research from the
last decade (2013-2023) in the European context, and to identify challenges in
using VET programmes as a means for integrating newly arrived immigrants into
the labour market. We have considered the characteristics and central topics of
the included studies and thematically analysed the challenges they report. In this
section, we discuss some of the possible implications of the findings and point to
some gaps within this growing field of research.

In recent years, immigrants’ educational and labour market integration
through VET has been on the political agenda in several European countries. Our
scoping review indicates that this growing political attention has been followed
by a relatively small number of published research studies. As of 2023, our
research strategy identified 20 studies published between 2013 and 2023 as
eligible. Moreover, we have identified an increase in publications after 2022. This
may suggest a lag in the production and publication of empirical research on
what can be considered a highly relevant policy issue in some European
countries, particularly in the light of increased refugee arrivals following 2015,
with more peer-reviewed studies expected to follow.

The limited number of European countries in which the studies were
conducted may also suggest that VET is not consistently regarded by policy
makers as an effective means of integrating newly arrived immigrants across all
European countries and hence may not be a central strategy in many countries.
In an analysis of labour market integration policies for refugees in Denmark,
Sweden, the Netherlands, and Germany from 2015 onwards, Ravn et al. (2022)
show that Denmark and the Netherlands prioritised policies that aim to facilitate
recently arrived refugees’ early labour market entry. In contrast, Sweden and
Germany have to a greater extent emphasised ‘train-first’ educational activities
to promote refugees’ long-term employment, which may also be reflected in the
relatively higher number of included publications in the review from these two
countries. Specifically, in Germany, official policy discourages pushing
immigrants into the first available job. Instead, the focus is on creating conditions
in favour of finding sustainable employment. The trajectory outlined in Germany
was a language learning course, and subsequently, a trial period with
competency assessment and familiarisation with potential occupations, then
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entry into the labour market, with the option of vocational training (Schwenken,
2021). The research on pre-vocational training programmes in Germany included
in this review (Maue et al., 2021; Rusert & Stein, 2023), can be seen as part of this
broader approach of emphasising education and training. That said, the limited
geographical spread of studies may also reflect other issues, such as the language
of publication - an issue we address in the limitations section.

In the thematic analysis, we adopted a theoretical approach that moves the
focus away from attributing barriers to entry or participation in VET to
individual characteristics (Cross, 1981; Lambrechts, 2020). Following Lambrechts
(2020), we argue that it is problematic to frame these challenges as individual
‘deficits’ and thereby placing the responsibility for overcoming them on
individuals, as this overlooks the significant influence of structural issues.

The theme of institutional challenges emphasises the need to address barriers at
the institutional level, to make VET programmes more inclusive, flexible, and
better adapted to the resources and needs of newly arrived immigrant students.
We categorised the sub-themes in this category to concern information, access,
course provision, and organisation. While challenges related to information and
access are frequently addressed in the context of increasing immigrants’
participation in VET (Beicht & Walden, 2019; Jeon, 2019), this review highlights
that the provision and organisation of VET programmes may also present
important challenges, primarily concerning the local context of single
programmes, but also extending to regional and national policy implementation.
Prominent issues include inadequate curriculum and language training, and
insufficient time to prepare students to meet expected skill levels. While it is
difficult to determine to which extent these issues may stem from start-up
difficulties of new programmes, this is likely a contributing factor in some of the
studies concerning pre-VET programmes. In the German context, Schwenken
(2021) highlights a shortage of qualified language teachers and inconsistent
course quality, partly due to new providers entering the field after 2015. In
contrast, research on two pre-apprenticeship programmes from Switzerland and
Denmark (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023; Jergensen, 2022; Stalder et al., 2023), included
in the review, describes these programmes as highly successful, attributing their
success to strong commitment and cooperation from state, regional, and private
actors. Jointly, these actors took responsibility for developing and implementing
new programmes that were adapted to refugees’ needs, whilst also being
beneficial for participating companies in need of workers. However, it should be
noted here that the students in the Swiss study comprise a subset of recently
arrived students, as they had passed the initial language requirements and stayed
in the programme to the end (Stalder et al., 2023).

In the VET research literature, as also reported in studies in this review, it is
well known that insufficient language skills represent a significant barrier to
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vocational achievement (Jeon, 2019). For example, research by Maue et al. (2021)
on the transition from prevocational classes to regular VET classes in Germany
concludes that German language skills are more critical than any other known
factors in influencing educational transitions. In our analytical framework,
insufficient language skills are categorised as a part of newcomer factors within the
overarching theme of situational challenges, alongside challenges related to
reception factors and immigration and integration policies. The factors within the
latter sub-themes - such as legal restrictions, low wages, limited occupational
choice, and dispersal policies - represent structural challenges that can have a
strong impact on access possibilities, learning outcomes and completion rates for
recently arrived immigrants in VET, which does not seem to be widely
recognised in the research field. For instance, limitations imposed by uncertain
residency status or restricted vocational pathways may foster insecurity and limit
refugees’ career choices and opportunities for advancement (Wehking, 2023).

We saw in some German studies that fears of deportation can negatively affect
learning (Fontanari, 2022; Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020; Reinke & Goller,
2022). Also, other situational barriers recently arrived immigrants face can be
associated with stress, which again may affect learning and well-being inside and
outside the learning situation. Hence, such situational factors can, in the short
and long run, negatively affect students” integration in education and working
life. Outside the research field of immigrants” VET participation, it has been
broadly established that well-being and mental health can impact educational
achievements (e.g., Meelan et al., 2018) and that teachers, school counsellors and
other school staff can contribute to students” resilience and mastery in the face of
stressors (Masten et al., 2008; see also Melan et al., 2019).

Research gaps

Chadderton and Edmonds (2015) describe a lack of European research on
refugees” access to and experience of VET, particularly regarding structural and
institutional barriers to participation, as opposed to individual barriers. Our
review has shown that since 2015, a growing number of the included studies have
begun to address this gap, especially in German-speaking countries (Germany,
Switzerland, and Austria) and some Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark, and
Finland). A comparative perspective is also provided by Jergensen et al. (2020),
who explore similarities and differences in access to and completion of VET for
refugees in Austria, Germany, and Denmark. However, based on our analysis of
the included studies, we have identified several areas where there is a need for
more research.

First, most of the identified research is about refugees while there is little
knowledge on other recently arrived migrants” participation in VET. This is
unfortunate, given the high level of mobility of labour migrants and their
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children in Europe. Second, there is a lack of research about the experiences and
perspectives of employers and instructors who oversee the training of
apprentices in working life in dual VET. A third research gap concerns teachers’
practices and perceptions of teaching and training newly arrived refugees and
other immigrant students. Only a few of the identified studies addressed this
topic. For instance, there is limited knowledge about how VET teachers approach
the teaching of second language learners (Henning Loeb, 2020; Paul, 2023), and
about how they address diversity and interculturality in their classrooms
(Itkonen et al., 2015). Also, little research has addressed how immigrants’ existing
knowledge can be supported and acknowledged in VET (Mustonen & Strommer,
2022). Some studies pointed to the challenges that may arise due to cultural
differences between teachers and students and highlighted the heterogeneity of
recently arrived students. We need more knowledge about how VET teachers
approach such challenges and in which ways their views on diversity inform
their practices. Moreover, some studies from Germany and Switzerland address
pre-vocational courses, but there is also a lack of studies about teachers” and other
training instructors’ experiences of such courses (Reinke & Goller, 2022).

As noted in the introduction, different European countries have different VET
systems. In addition, labour market needs, educational policies, immigration
policies, and reception atmospheres may differ. Comparative studies between
and within countries would be beneficial for highlighting similarities and
differences across different institutional and policy contexts. Moreover, there is a
need for quantitative research to learn more about the prevalence of certain
phenomena within and across different local and national contexts. For example,
there is a need for quantitatively mapping of which educational provisions have
the highest completion rates and the challenges and positive aspects teachers and
students encounter in different types of course provisions. In this way, both
success factors and barriers that may interact with different contexts can be
identified.

Finally, longitudinal research - particularly from students’ perspectives -
would be beneficial. Through this, we may gain insight into how barriers may
accumulate over time and obtain knowledge about experiences and outcomes
during critical transitions into and through VET pathways.

Limitations

Our method was informed by a scoping review approach to examine and
describe a broad and dynamically developing field and to identify knowledge
gaps and clarify core concepts (Tricco et al., 2018). Even though this systematic
approach aimed to reduce bias and increase transparency and rigour, it entailed
some limitations in terms of time and resources. First, for the data collection, we
selected two internationally indexed databases, WoS and Scopus. Both databases
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are considered to have limited coverage of publications in the social sciences and
humanities, and other research outlets such as books and publications in
languages other than English (Aksnes & Sivertsen, 2019). To partly address this
limitation, we used a third database, Education Source.

In general, the literature in this field can be described as fragmented and
interdisciplinary, and relevant literature, such as research reports, can be
published in other channels than peer-reviewed journals. These research
publications could provide valuable insights complementing the peer-reviewed
studies, especially in countries where such reports are commonly published in
non-English languages. For example, in Norway, which is not represented in this
review, several research reports have been published in Norwegian on the topic
of developing different VET models that accommodate immigrants’ needs
(Hellang & Espegren, 2022; Host & Reymert, 2017; Kindt et al., 2024; Leirvik &
Staver, 2019). In summary, an important limitation of our study is that our
sample was restricted to English-language publications, mainly peer-reviewed
journal articles. To address some of these limitations, we used supplementary
searches, comprising backward and forward snowballing. These are typical
strategic search strategies used in systematic reviews in the social sciences.

Finally, this review covers studies published up to 2023 and thus, excludes
newer studies published at a later stage. This is a common limitation of review
studies that rely on secondary data, as they may not reflect the most recent
developments when published. However, future review studies may expand the
search period and build upon this review’s findings.

Concluding remarks

This scoping review has mapped the available research on the use of VET
programmes as a means for integrating newly arrived immigrants into the labour
market. While integration policies vary across countries regarding the role of
education and training in securing labour market participation for immigrants,
VET programmes have the potential to facilitate this transition. However, our
findings highlight numerous institutional and situational challenges that
immigrant students who pursue a VET pathway may encounter. These
challenges are shaped by diverse local and national contexts, where policies
across different domains - education, labour, integration, immigration - strongly
influence VET practices. Consequently, these summarised findings should not be
generalised to other national contexts, and in some cases not even to other
regional contexts in the same country. Institutions that design VET programmes
for recently arrived immigrants could, however, consider these challenges for
their own context, using the insights presented here to better understand the
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wide range of factors that may hinder this underrepresented group and support
their successful inclusion in VET.

Endnote

Juy

By ‘cultural integration” we refer to knowledge about common codes and cultural
practices in the new context (cf. Heckmann, 2005); the term does not equate
assimilation. Meanwhile, challenges with cultural differences can occur regardless of
new residents’ level of cultural integration.
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