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Abstract 
Our explorative study focused on the analysis of workplace learning in Swiss companies 
offering a one-year pre-vocational programme (PAI) to young persons with a refugee 
background. We included three companies in the plumbing, commercial, and 
horticultural sectors, interviewing an in-company trainer and a former PAI apprentice 
from the same company in each sector. Drawing on a model of the quality of learning 
environments in a workplace setting (Filliettaz, 2012; Fuller & Unwin, 2003), we 
investigated how trainers and PAI apprentices perceived affordances, that is, social and 
structural resources provided in the workplace, and PAI apprentices’ commitment, 
referring to their individual prerequisites to make use of these affordances. Our results 
emphasise the importance of an expansive workplace learning environment that enables 
PAI apprentices’ progressive involvement in professional tasks, and the crucial role of 
trainers’ and co-workers’ guidance and support. Our results also showed that PAI 
apprentices were interested, motivated, and took initiative in the workplace, though 
their full involvement was undermined by their often-difficult life circumstances. 
 
Keywords: refugees, pre-vocational training, workplace learning, vocational education 
and training, Switzerland   
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Introduction 

Access to vocational education and training (VET) for refugee persons 
The United Nations Refugee Agency reports that a total of 117.3 million persons 
had been forced to flee their homes worldwide at the end of 2023, with 37.3 
million of these granted refugee status (UNHCR, 2024a). In Europe, this number 
rose to 22.5 million in the same timeframe, mostly arriving from Ukraine, 
Türkiye, and the South Caucasus region (UNCHR, 2024b). In April 2024, 76,695 
asylum seekers, mainly originating from Syria, Venezuela, and Afghanistan, 
sought protection in the European Union countries (Eurostat, 2024). Professional 
and social integration thus represents a significant challenge for both the forcibly 
displaced persons and the resettlement countries (Fedrigo et al., 2023), not least 
due to the refugees’ often traumatic pasts (Udayar et al., 2024).  

Professional integration is fraught with challenges for newcomers (Hynie, 
2018). VET represents a suitable option for achieving sustainable access to the 
local labour market, although it is often still difficult to enter (Atitsogbe et al., 
2020). Consequently, a few European countries have recently developed 
measures to facilitate refugees’ access to VET (Aerne & Bonoli, 2023). For 
example, Austria, Denmark, Germany, and Switzerland took advantage of the 
existent dual VET system, where most of the training is work-based (Bonoli & 
Wilson, 2019; Busse et al., 2024; Jørgensen et al., 2021). In Austria, an integration 
year is offered for recognised refugees and Syrian asylum seekers who are 
expected to receive residence permission and have completed compulsory 
schooling (Jørgensen et al., 2021). As part of the Adult Education Initiative, this 
‘integration year’ either comprises vocational preparation and guidance with 
career orientation, application training, training for vocational qualifications, 
language skills, and on-the-job training or offers the possibility to complete a 
mandatory school-leaving qualification via the second-chance route (Busse et al., 
2024). Denmark launched the Basic Integration Education initiative in 2016, 
which is a two-year programme offering both schooling and practical training 
(European Website on Integration, 2024). Germany offers vocational preparation 
schemes at vocational schools for young refugees, where they receive language 
support, vocational orientation, and assistance with finding a profession or 
initiating training. In Switzerland, basic language (or literacy) courses, vocational 
guidance, and one-year bridging courses aimed at integration into VET are 
offered. A recommendation issued by the State Secretariat for Migration (SEM, 
2023) assists the local cantonal authorities in defining these preparatory measures 
(Busse et al., 2024). In addition, a pre-apprenticeship programme to support 
integration (PAI), preparing refugees for starting a regular dual VET programme, 
was developed (Scharnhorst & Kammermann, 2019). 
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Swiss pre-apprenticeship to support integration (PAI)  
The PAI, introduced by the Swiss Federal Council in 2018 for ‘motivated refugees 
and temporarily admitted persons’ (Scharnhorst & Kammermann, 2019, p. 16), is 
a one-year pre-vocational programme providing workplace training combined 
with courses for language proficiency as well as vocational and general 
knowledge at vocational schools. In some professions and/or cantons, it is also 
combined with courses at branch training centres. It aims to prepare apprentices 
with a refugee background to join a regular VET track and to introduce them to 
the norms and values of the Swiss labour market (Scharnhorst & Kammermann, 
2019). The SEM, in cooperation with actors in 18 cantons and more than 10 
professional training organisations (PTO), developed PAI programmes in 
approximately 20 occupational fields. The PAI turned out to be highly popular, 
as the number of participants rose from some 800 in 2018 to more than 4,000 up 
to 2023, with a completion rate of more than 80% and approximately two thirds 
of the participants starting a two- or three-year apprenticeship after completion 
(Stalder & Schönbächler, 2024). 

Learning environments in (pre-)apprenticeships in Switzerland 
In general, VET and pre-VET programmes targeted at native and other citizens 
in Switzerland are conducted at the upper secondary level, and learning 
generally takes place in three different locations, namely 

• workplace learning in host companies, where apprentices spend three and 
a half or four days a week (this number differs for PAI in some cantons) 
while taking part in the company’s production processes, 

• classroom learning at vocational schools one or one and a half days per 
week (this number differs for PAI in some cantons), and 

• intercompany courses in branch training centres that combine and 
complement practical workplace and theoretical classroom learning. 

For PAI, the cantons or the PTO decide whether they offer a dual (learning in 
vocational schools and host companies) or a trial (learning in vocational schools, 
host companies, and intercompany courses) model. The cooperation between 
companies, schools, and branch centres, prescribed in the Vocational and 
Professional Training Act (Swiss Confederation, 2002), enables connectivity of 
the apprentices’ learning and thus fosters their learning success (Sappa & Aprea, 
2012). Although not always implemented successfully in apprenticeships 
(Kammermann & Frey, 2024), an evaluation study shows that such cooperation 
is established to a certain extent in PAI (Michel et al., 2023; Stalder et al., 2024).  
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Workplaces as important learning environments 
Based on the theoretical considerations of Lave and Wenger on situated learning, 
the analysis of learning environments in the workplace and their effect on 
learning has a long tradition (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). To date, 
numerous researchers have focused on workplace learning in VET. The work of 
Billett (2001, 2002) and Fuller and Unwin (2003, 2004, 2013) seems particularly 
significant in our context. According to Billett, ‘The way workplaces afford 
opportunities for learning and how individuals elect to engage in activities and 
with the support and guidance provided by the workplace, is central to 
understanding workplaces as learning environments’ (2001, p. 209). 

Fuller and Unwin (2003) analyse learning environments in apprenticeships 
according to the extent to which they facilitate learning by participation. They 
argue that learning environments can be categorised on a continuum between 
expansive and restrictive, with expansive learning environments promoting 
stronger and richer learning. 

Many authors have referred to these concepts when analysing workplace 
learning in VET (e.g., Doroftei et al., 2018; Felder et al., 2021; Schmid et al., 2024).  

Filliettaz’s interactional model of workplace analysis  
Filliettaz (2012, 2013) developed a specific model for analysing workplace 
learning environments in two-year apprenticeships on a microlevel, which serves 
as a diagnostic instrument for the analysis of interactions between trainers and 
apprentices. This model combines the abovementioned considerations by Billett 
(2001, 2002) and Fuller and Unwin (2003, 2004). It relates to affordances, that is, 
social and structural resources provided in the workplace, on the one hand, and 
to engagement, referring to apprentices’ individual and personal prerequisites to 
make use of these affordances, on the other hand. Both affordances and engage-
ment move along a continuum from restrictive to expansive. A microanalytical 
look at the verbal interactions between trainers and apprentices in the workplace 
serves to show how trainers provide learning opportunities for apprentices 
during work activities and how learners exploit these opportunities. Affordances 
include, for example, access to productive activities offering numerous learning 
opportunities, appropriate guidance from experts, and sharing knowledge. 
Engagement, on the other hand, shows that learners are able and willing to 
participate in the activities available to foster learning. The characteristics of 
Filliettaz’s model for training environments are shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Factors in qualitative variation of training environments (Filliettaz, 2012, p. 
75, translated). 
 
According to Fuller and Unwin (2003), expansive learning environments in 
apprenticeships offer numerous learning opportunities, with apprentices being 
seen as learners who can contribute their own opinions and are guided in a 
progressive manner. Restrictive learning environments in apprenticeships, on 
the other hand, offer few learning opportunities and apprentices are considered 
as workers who are passive performers and receive little guidance. In contrast to 
Filliettaz, Fuller and Unwin’s considerations do not relate exclusively to the 
microlevel of the learning and working environment in the company, but also 
include factors outside this microenvironment that ‘[connect] learning across 
time and space’ (Fuller & Unwin, 2013, p. 3), such as learning opportunities 
outside the workplace (e.g., schools, intercompany courses, crossing boundary 
learning) and apprentices’ choice of career after the apprenticeship. Their 
characteristics for learning environments are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Expansive-restrictive continuum of learning environments (adapted from Fuller 
& Unwin, 2003, p. 411). 
 

Expansive Restrictive 

Participation in multiple communities 
of practice inside and outside the 
workplace 

Restricted participation in multiple 
communities of practice 

Primary community of practice has 
shared ‘participative memory’, cultural 
inheritance of apprenticeship 

Primary community of practice has little 
or no ‘participative memory’: no or little 
tradition of apprenticeship 

Breadth: access to learning fostered by 
cross-company experiences built into 
programme 

Narrow: access to learning restricted in 
terms of tasks/knowledge/location 

Access to range of qualifications 
including knowledge-based vocational 
qualification 

Access to competence-based qualification 
only 

Planned time off-the-job including for 
college attendance and for reflection 

Virtually all-on-job: limited 
opportunities for reflection 

Gradual transition to full participation 
Apprenticeship aim: rounded 
expert/full participant 

Fast – transition as quick as possible 
Apprenticeship aim: partial expert/full 
participant 

Post apprenticeship vision: progression 
for career 

Post-apprenticeship vision: static for job 

Explicit institutional recognition of, and 
support for, apprentices’ status as 
learner 

Ambivalent institutional recognition of, 
and support for, apprentice’s status of 
learner 

Named individual acts as dedicated 
support to apprentices 

No dedicated individual ad-hoc support 

Apprenticeship is used as a vehicle for 
aligning the goals of developing the 
individual and organisational 
capability 

Apprenticeship is used to tailor 
individual capability to organisational 
need 

Apprenticeship design fosters 
opportunities to extend identity trough 
boundary crossing 

Apprenticeship design limits 
opportunity to extend identity: little 
boundary crossing experienced 

Reification of apprenticeship highly 
developed (e.g. trough documents, 
symbols, language, tools) and 
accessible to apprentices 

Limited reification of apprenticeship, 
patchy access to reificatory aspects of 
practice 

Note: Characteristics included in this paper’s analysis model are highlighted in bold. 
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As described above, affordances refer to the resources available in work 
environments that support workers and apprentices in learning through their 
participation in the company’s activities (Billett, 2001; Filliettaz, 2012). These 
resources, shaped by social and organisational structures, include access to tasks 
that offer rich learning opportunities, the presence of expertise within work 
teams, and the availability of experienced colleagues willing to share their 
knowledge and guide less experienced workers, such as apprentices. 
Additionally, these resources encompass support that is tailored to the needs of 
novices, indirect learning through observation or listening, the overall quality 
and relevance of the knowledge circulating within the workgroup, as well as the 
additional resources provided for learning. Workers/apprentices can actively 
use the available resources in their work environments to foster learning. This 
pertains to the concept of commitment. Forms of individual commitment include 
the workers’/apprentices’ ability to participate in the productive activities made 
accessible to them, as well as their willingness, capacity, and motivation to 
engage in these tasks and the associated learning processes. Commitment is 
influenced by the alignment of the activities with workers’/apprentices’ current 
abilities and skill levels. When tasks are appropriately matched to their 
capabilities, workers/apprentices are more likely to engage fully and invest in 
both the activities and the learning opportunities they provide. There may also 
be resistance or rejection of certain forms of knowledge or learning opportunities, 
with some workers/apprentices opting to remain in roles that offer limited 
exposure to the need to renew or expand their skill sets. Based on Fuller and 
Unwin (2003, 2004, 2013), affordances and commitment can either be restrictive 
or expansive. 

Current study 
As displacement increases, both refugees and resettlement countries face major 
integration challenges. However, preparatory programmes like PAI can help 
refugees meet the entry requirements for VET and access sustainable career 
paths. Given its growing popularity (Stalder & Schönbächler, 2024) and pivotal 
role in refugee persons’ long-term professional integration, we conducted a study 
to gain an understanding of workplace training and learning environments 
during PAI from the perspective of both trainers and PAI apprentices utilising 
an explorative approach. More specifically, based on Filliettaz’s model (2012, 
2013) combined with Fuller and Unwin’s characteristics (2003), the following 
research questions guided our analyses: 

1) How do in-company trainers and former PAI apprentices perceive 
workplace affordances during the PAI year and their apprenticeships? 

2) How is the commitment of PAI apprentices described by in-company 
trainers and former PAI apprentices themselves during the same period?  
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The combination of the two models allowed us to expand Filliettaz’s 
microanalysis of a workplace learning environment by including Fuller and 
Unwin’s contextual boundary-crossing characteristics regarding learning across 
different locations and over time. It also enabled us to consider the context in 
which VET occurs. Based on the two models, we selected those characteristics 
that were relevant according to our dataset. The resulting categories for our study 
are shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Workplace learning characteristics. 
 

Category Subcategory Description 

Affordances 1. Adapted support for PAI 
apprentices 

Trainers and colleagues adapt their support to 
apprentices’ skills 

 2. Access to learning 
activities 

Amout of appropriate learning possibilities for 
apprentices 

 3. Trainer’s personal 
involvement 

Trainers are implicated in apprentices’ 
(professional and personal) progress 

 4. Availability of trainers 
and colleagues 

Trainers and colleagues invest time and 
support in apprentices’ (professional and 
personal) development 

 5. Inclusive cultural 
enterprise 

Company embraces diversity 

 6. Collective collaboration Exchanges within the team; between company, 
vocational schools, and inter-company course  

 7. Vision and the role give 
to the PAI apprentices 

Apprentices are seen as learners or expert 
workers 

 8. Multiple communities of 
practice 

Apprentices are part of communities of 
practice (companies, vocational schools, and 
inter-company courses) and link them 
(boundary crossing) 

 9. Expertise of trainers and 
colleagues 

Experience and expertise are passed to learners 

Commitment 1. Ability to commit Apprentices use resources in their work 
environment for learning 

 2. Interest in becoming 
involved 

Apprentices are committed to their training 
and the development of professional identity  

 3. Active participation Apprentices are proactive in work-processes 
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Methods 
An ongoing research project, funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation, 
(SNSF Nr.100017_215130), aims at understanding the role of PAI workplace 
guidance in developing refugees’ agency, taking into account the particularities 
of their trajectories and life circumstances. The research is based on interviews 
with in-company trainers, former PAI apprentices, and cantonal stakeholders in 
the PAI programme, such as coaches, career counsellors, social workers, and 
teachers. Moreover, professional practice analysis groups with in-company 
trainers comprise a further component of our research (Felder et al., 2024). 

We adopted a qualitative approach to understand the learning environment 
in the workplace from the perspective of both trainers and former PAI 
apprentices, appreciating this method’s suitability for exploring complex and 
emerging phenomena (Pratt & Bonaccio, 2016). We chose pseudonyms for both 
trainers and former PAI apprentices when presenting our results (see Table 3). 
Our three case analyses were in the plumbing, commercial, and horticultural 
sectors, each of which includes an interview with an in-company trainer and a 
former PAI apprentice within the same company. We chose to interview former 
PAI apprentices to give them the opportunity to gain a better perspective on their 
PAI training. However, this resulted in a blurred temporality in participants’ 
accounts and made it difficult to identify an event as specific to the PAI training, 
since they all continued their apprenticeships within the same company. 
Therefore, we decided to consider their learning pathway as a whole, 
encompassing their experience of VET through the PAI year and the following 
two- or three-year apprenticeship. Our choice to focus on six participants was 
motivated by the fact that in all three cases, the trainers and PAI apprentices were 
working together in the same company and were the only paired interviews 
available in our dataset at that time. Their perspectives ensure data triangulation, 
which combines data originating from different sources and collected at different 
times, in different places, or from different people (Flick, 2020). In accordance 
with our theoretical framework and to address our research aims, we employed 
a hybrid deductive and inductive approach (e.g., Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 
2006), mobilising thematic analysis of six semi-structured interviews (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006).  

Participants and procedure 
After ethics approval, we recruited three former PAI apprentices and their PAI 
trainers by asking members of our personal networks and by contacting the 
cantonal PAI programme managers to build our collaboration network and 
contact list. We conducted semi-structured interviews lasting from 68 to 99 
minutes with three former PAI apprentices from refugee backgrounds aged 
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between 24 and 35. They came from Afghanistan and Iraq and arrived in 
Switzerland between 2013 and 2015. At the time of the interviews, all had 
completed a two- or three-year (regular) apprenticeship. Three other semi-
structured interviews were conducted with the trainers in charge of the three 
selected former PAI apprentices’ in-company training. These lasted between 48 
and 75 minutes. The trainers were either owners and founders of the company or 
held a management position while being qualified for in-company training. 

Table 3 provides details on the interviewees’ demographics, including 
information on trainers/apprentices from the same company.  

 
Table 3. Interviewees’ demographics. 
 

 Pseudonyms Gender Age Work domain Qualification and 
current work 

Apprentices Amir M 24 Plumbing, 
Company 1 

VET Diploma, 
work in Company 
1 

 Nesrin F 35 Administration, 
Company 2 

VET Diploma, job 
searching 

 Nemat M 35 Horticulture, 
Company 3 

VET Certificate, 
work in Company 
3 

 Pseudonyms Gender Company 
size 

Work domain Qualification and 
current work 

Trainers Paul M Small–
medium 

Plumbing, 
Company 1 

Qualified trainer, 
Owner 

 Sarah F Large Administration, 
Company 2 

Qualified trainer, 
Manager 

 David M Small–
medium 

Horticulture, 
Company 3 

Qualified trainer, 
Owner 

 

Interview guidelines 
The interviews conducted with former PAI apprentices were divided into five 
sections. The first section investigated participants’ life trajectories and first 
impressions of the PAI programme, the second section focused on concrete 
learning situations in the workplace, the third section addressed career choices, 
the fourth section investigated the strategies they used to learn professional tasks 
and specific vocabulary, and the last section gathered their conclusions on their 
PAI experience and career prospects. For the trainers, the interviews were also 
composed of five sections. The first section gathered information about their job 
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description and the company’s preparation for the PAI. The second section 
described the workplace guidance, including the guidance’s description, specifi-
cities, and challenges. The third section focused on the PAI apprentices and their 
career choices, relationships, learning, and extra-professional lives. The fourth 
section gathered information about the PAI programme’s context, and the last 
section investigated limits and success factors of workplace guidance in PAI. For 
this study, we mainly focused on excerpts that addressed the learning environ-
ment and apprentices’ engagement. 

Analysis procedure 
Two researchers first coded a trainer’s interview based on a codebook elaborated 
according to Filliettaz’s model and Fuller and Unwin’s expansive-restrictive 
characteristics of learning environments in a deductive setting. They then 
independently coded another interview each, and the second researcher read and 
validated the codes. They met to discuss all uncertainties and hesitations until 
they reached a consensus on a final codebook. Lastly, the other two researchers 
reviewed the coding for validation, and the two main coders agreed on a few 
adjustments. The same procedure was used for the apprentices’ interviews. 

Results 
According to our theoretical model of workplace learning characteristics (see 
Table 2), and to answer our two research questions, our results are organised into 
two domains, namely affordances and commitment. A total of eight categories 
for the affordances domain are described, and three for the commitment. For each 
category, we first described the perspectives of the trainers and then the 
perspectives of the former PAI apprentices. 

Affordances 
As part of affordances, we first identified Adapted support for PAI apprentices as 
frequently emerging from participants’ discourses. Trainers put effort into 
adjusting the language, tasks, and written materials to match the apprentices’ 
skill levels, ensuring clear communication and mutual understanding. They also 
adapted the degree of complexity of the tasks asked of PAI apprentices, which 
they then gradually increased in line with the apprentices’ abilities. For example, 
Sarah explained that she gave Nesrin extra time to learn the local language and 
to deal with private issues that were affecting her mental availability and 
concentration. This understanding attitude seemed to have positive outcomes on 
PAI apprentices’ training, as David explained: ‘This may also have to do with the 
fact that you give them responsibility and trust. Then they may also be willing to 
invest more themselves’. From the perspective of the PAI apprentices, they 
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overall acknowledged and were grateful for the support provided by their 
trainers. However, we noticed that adapted support was not always compatible 
with production constraints. For example, Nemat explained that at first, he 
mostly just observed due to time pressure. Looking back at when he was an 
apprentice, he described a situation where he took the initiative to complete a 
task but was refused by his trainer. He asked, ‘Hey, can I do it like this?’ Then he 
[his trainer] said, ‘No, I will do it’.  

The second category, Access to learning activities, refers to the amount of 
appropriate learning opportunities. Trainers reported letting their PAI appren-
tices perform many different tasks. Their strategies comprised either explaining 
each step of the task first to offer a global perspective or opting for a learning-by-
doing approach where PAI apprentices directly reproduced what their trainer 
showed them. They all noted tolerating and being patient with apprentices 
making mistakes, as Sarah voiced: ‘The apprentice must make mistakes. That’s 
how you learn, you learn by falling down and getting up again’. From the 
perspective of PAI apprentices, access to learning activities allowed them to learn 
new, useful skills and progressively perform more complex tasks, as Amir stated: 
‘Then, I think at the end of the PAI, they gave me things that were a bit 
complicated’. He also mentioned that he became more committed when he 
realised that his trainer never got angry when he made mistakes.  

The third category concerns the Trainer’s personal involvement in PAI and could 
take different forms and intensities, such as being available for PAI apprentices 
to talk about different issues they encountered, freeing up time to deal with 
personal problems, offering financial help for extra language or driving courses, 
or nurturing the relationship with their PAI apprentice. Sarah explained: 

You have to believe in the person you are hiring by saying, here we are, we have to 
lead them to success. [You have to know] that there is therefore a risk of failure, and 
that, for everything we do, there is a risk of failure. But the aim is to lead them to 
success. And [to have] patience, understanding their life path and creating a bond. 
Without this link, it’s not possible. You can train anyone, but you have to train 
people by understanding their background, because they have a very specific 
profile. And you must have confidence in them. 

Sharing the trainers’ perspectives, PAI apprentices also seemed to consider their 
trainer’s involvement as expansive, as trainers did not hesitate to vouch for their 
apprentices to ensure that they had the required competences to successfully 
complete the PAI. Nemat explained that his trainer gave him a lot of support and 
travelled with him during the weekend to teach him more about gardening and 
plants. Amir said his trainer suggested he take some time off to deal with his 
personal issues: ‘He’d say, “If you need one or two days to stay at home, then 
you can”. He was really, empathetic’. 

The fourth category identified is the Availability of trainers and colleagues to 
support PAI apprentices in daily activities. Trainers were available to talk at the 
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workplace, as David voiced: ‘My employees know that I’m in the shop at 6 a.m. 
and anyone can pop in to see me at any time before work’. Paul added that he 
could be reached by video call in case the apprentices need to double-check 
something at the construction site. PAI apprentices reported that trainers were 
supportive and available to them. For example, Nemat said, ‘…I also had a good 
trainer. He gave me a lot of support and also [was] a very good colleague’. To 
illustrate his trainer’s availability, Amir explained that his trainer would stop 
working for a few hours to help him with his homework. PAI apprentices also all 
mentioned supportive colleagues who were reassuring at the workplace. For 
example, Nesrin said she could turn to them when she could not understand a 
customer’s accent. Amir added that his colleagues had been an important part of 
his motivation to work: ‘One of the motivating factors was my colleagues. They 
were really nice. Every time I’d come to them, I’d find out what they were doing, 
and then I’d ask them a lot of questions. What are they up to, where are they? 
Why are you doing this? Why are you doing that? They took their time explaining 
things to me. I’m here to learn, to watch, to learn a trade’. 

The fifth category refers to having an Inclusive cultural enterprise, whose 
members foster a positive attitude and value PAI apprentices’ previous life and 
work experience. In all three cases, PAI apprentices entered in an open-minded 
working environment, facilitated not only by their trainers, but also their 
colleagues. For example, Sarah introduced Nesrin to all her colleagues and 
encouraged Nesrin to take breaks with them to feel like a part of the organisation 
from the start. Sarah also insisted that her organisation acknowledged that 
apprentices’ mistakes are part of the learning process. In the same vein, Paul 
explained that his employees were aware of the PAI apprentices: ‘They were 
understanding from the start and… they saw that you couldn’t ask the same 
things [of a PAI apprentice] as of someone from Switzerland… who didn’t have 
the… language barrier’. David explained the importance of being open-minded 
in a field involving manual labour, and the fact that Nemat had been open to 
sharing about his personal life helped his integration in the team and to build 
friendships. For their part, PAI apprentices described a supportive environment 
and cultivating good relationships with co-workers. For example, Nesrin felt her 
colleagues were already prepared and aware of what a PAI meant and were 
understanding. All three said they became used to going to social events with 
their colleagues, such as joint meals or ski trips.  

The sixth category refers to Collective collaboration through active exchanges 
and discussions within the team, as well as with the vocational school, 
intercompany courses, and cantonal stakeholders. The trainers overall reported 
an effective collaboration with other professionals involved in the PAI, such as 
counsellors, teachers, and cantonal coordinators. This collaboration seemed to 
foster a strong support for PAI apprentices, as David stated,  
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Yes, we had quite good contacts because the people accompanying him [Nemat] 
were from his environment, from the [courses] for foreign speakers [language 
courses], the teacher who supported him there. Then there was the community of 
[name of city], where he lived at the time and where he still lives today. We also felt 
good support there, actually. 

However, our results were mitigated regarding collaboration with PTO (which 
seemed nonexistent) and finding extra language courses. Such was the case for 
Sarah, who put a lot of effort into contacting the vocational school and PAI 
counsellors, but eventually had to finance the courses for Nesrin herself. From 
the perspective of PAI apprentices, Nemat and Amir both received extra 
language courses with a tutor or with a teacher from the vocational school. This 
support was important for them, and the tutor became one of Amir’s close 
friends. Nemat stated, ‘Yes, the teacher gave me help, yes, after school on 
Tuesday, every Tuesday evening, we had 1.5 to 2 hours to go over the work that 
I had done during the week. […] He even gave me a notebook so that I could 
write every day about what I was doing’. 

The seventh category identified is the Vision and role given to the PAI apprentice, 
who could be considered either as an active worker or as a passive performer. In 
our three cases, trainers reported considering their PAI apprentices as active 
performers. Paul stated, ‘There’s no point in taking them on and letting them 
sweep the workshop all week. The aim is for them to fit in, to learn a trade that 
they’re interested in doing’. They were also considered learners and were 
granted the freedom to make mistakes. This point was highlighted by Sarah, who 
made sure all her colleagues were on the same page regarding apprentices in 
general. For PAI apprentices, Nesrin was the only one to reflect on her role as an 
apprentice. While it seemed that she shared her trainer Sarah’s vision about the 
learning process, she explained that she mostly executed the demanded tasks 
without question: ‘I did what she said, whether I agreed or not, I didn’t even 
think about it. […] I wasn’t creative in that respect. I just took it as it was, I did it 
as she told me’. 

The eighth category identified, Multiple communities of practice, describes the 
participation of PAI apprentices in the various communities of practice inside 
and outside the company, and the links and transfer between companies and 
vocational schools. We obtained nuanced results regarding trainers. On the one 
hand, David reported having discussions with teachers from vocational school 
about assessments. In contrast, Paul suggested that there was a gap between the 
theory learned in school and practice: ‘Sometimes he’d [Amir] tell us, “That’s not 
how you should do it, we learned that in classes”, and I say, “Yeah but, well, the 
situation is such that that’s it”.’ We considered the latter point as restrictive for 
the learning process, highlighting a misalignment between vocational schools 
and companies, potentially creating confusion for apprentices. Nemat was the 
only one concerned by this topic and reported receiving support from his 
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vocational teacher to learn about specific elements of his trade, such as materials 
and plants, which contributed to building links between practical knowledge, in 
this case outside the workplace, and learning the trade. 

Lastly, we identified the category Expertise of trainers and colleagues who 
provide fair and safe working conditions for apprentices. Sarah was the only 
trainer to give clear examples where her expertise obviously influenced her PAI 
apprentice’s learning process in an expansive way. She would provide a solution 
to every problem while teaching her how to unravel it on her own and 
encouraged her to ask for specific help: ‘When she [Nesrin] says, “This is a bit 
difficult, I’m having trouble”. OK, so you have to target the problem first, because 
it’s not the whole activity, it might be something specific. OK, you’re having 
trouble here, so what can I do for you? Can you help me create an Excel 
spreadsheet?’. PAI apprentices all reported having learned many skills from their 
experienced trainers. Amir, Nesrin, and Nemat all admired their trainers and 
regarded them as role models, as illustrated by Nesrin: ‘I can see my trainer 
typing with 10 fingers. When I wasn’t working, I installed the programme to start 
with, I wanted to be like her, because she writes, I don’t know, 100 words per 
minute, I think! Because she’s so fast’. 

Commitment 
Commitment here refers to the specific ways in which apprentices make use of 
the learning resources available in their working environments. The modalities 
of individual engagement included the Ability to commit, which comprised 
elements that enabled the apprentices to devote themselves fully to their training. 
Many external factors were identified by trainers as preventing PAI apprentices 
from concentrating on their training, such as family problems, administrative 
issues, and not being able to travel due to temporary permits. For example, Sarah 
noted she thought Nesrin’s goal to start a VET programme was challenging, as 
she was a single mother dealing with issues related to her temporary permit. Paul 
noticed it was more difficult for PAI apprentices when their family was not at 
their side. In this sense, we could see that refugee apprentices’ life circumstances 
can affect their ability to be fully involved in their training.  

Interest in becoming involved covers the actions taken by apprentices to 
demonstrate their interest in committing to their training, as well as the 
professional identity associated with their trade. The trainers all saw their PAI 
apprentices as determined, as Sarah stated about Nesrin: ‘You could feel the 
drive, the desire to succeed in life. She had goals to reach, and she did everything 
she could to achieve them’. PAI apprentices were able to identify which 
behaviours appealed to their trainer, such as asking questions, being punctual, 
and being available to help co-workers, as Nemat noted: ‘”Hey, Nemat, can you 
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do this for me?” When I have time, I never say no. And I also have fun because 
there is something to do, right?’ 

The last category, Active participation, includes apprentices’ motivation and 
initiative-taking in the workplace, also extending to other extra-professional 
elements. All three trainers described their PAI apprentices as very involved in 
the learning process, motivated, punctual, solution-oriented, and taking 
initiative. For example, Paul described Amir as very motivated: ‘He almost took 
the tools out of our hands to try it himself…’. David described Nemat as a worker 
in the following: 

He’s extremely independent. […] I can send him to larger construction sites 
independently and he comes up with the ideas, he implements them, he communi-
cates excellently with customers. The way he communicates with us, he also 
manages that with customers, even if he makes a mistake. That’s usually not a 
problem because he stands by it, he communicates, and he comes around. 

From the PAI apprentices’ perspectives, Nesrin explained that she was curious 
and put a lot of effort into learning new words and work techniques to be more 
efficient. Nemat gained enough confidence to share his ideas for improvement, 
which were approved by his boss. Amir explained why he enjoyed his job, 
showing his determination and active engagement in his training and work in 
general: ‘I’m someone who’s really motivated to do things that are hard, things 
that are really heavy. I don’t know, I’ve got a physique that is really, that’s made 
for it’. 

Discussion 
In this study, we aimed to explore the characteristics of workplace environments 
through the analysis of affordances and former PAI apprentices’ engagement on 
an expansive-restrictive continuum (Filliettaz, 2012; Fuller & Unwin, 2003) from 
both trainers’ and apprentices’ perspectives. Our analyses showed a rather 
expansive learning environment characterised by trainers’ strong engagement 
with and support of their PAI apprentices’ learning. Trainers gave apprentices 
access to a variety of tasks, made themselves available, provided extra time to 
learn the local language and deal with private issues, helped with and freed time 
for school assignments, and gave extra explanations to foster apprentices’ 
understanding of their tasks. Trainers were strongly engaged in their PAI 
apprentices’ personal and professional well-being, offering emotional and 
financial support (e.g., for extra language courses, for driving licences, or to help 
the apprentices to succeed in their training). It was important for trainers to make 
sure PAI apprentices were included in the enterprise during working hours as 
well as in extra-professional activities with the team. Finally, colleagues also 
played an important role, fostering a positive, motivating, and supportive 
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learning environment. A high level of commitment on the part of the PAI appren-
tices has also emerged from our analyses: they were interested and motivated, 
and showed initiative when it came to future work and learning new skills in the 
company.  

Aspects of a more restrictive learning environment were related to factors such 
as obtaining administrative permissions to access certain work documents as a 
PAI apprentice. Moreover, it could be assumed that in an over-structured 
learning environment, PAI apprentices are less encouraged to take initiative and 
ownership of their work. When attempting to establish a connection between 
learning environments and applying school-acquired knowledge in the work-
place, in one case, we noticed resistance and a lack of readiness on the trainer’s 
side. However, in another case, the former PAI apprentice highlighted the 
importance of the connectivity between the vocational school and the workplace, 
appreciating the extra time and learning support given by his teacher. On the PAI 
apprentices’ side, our results showed that their personal life situations threatened 
their ability to commit to their learning process. 

All in all, our results suggest that workplace learning environments in PAI are 
mainly expansive, though with some exceptions that we believe are important to 
consider. 

Trainers’ crucial role in workplace guidance during PAI 
Existing models in the field of VET underline the importance of affordances as 
the resources available in the workplace to foster apprentices’ participation in 
work activities (Billett, 2001; Filliettaz, 2012; Fuller & Unwin, 2003). Extending 
this finding, our results also stressed that in our specific case of the PAI 
programme, trainers as individuals play a pivotal role in the PAI apprentices’ 
training. Indeed, trainers all spontaneously adapted their overall support and 
guidance to their PAI apprentices’ capabilities, sometimes even without noticing 
these efforts. The most common strategy was to progressively include them in 
work, starting with observation and subsequently assigning simple tasks. Then, 
trainers slowly increased the tasks’ complexity while at the same time reducing 
their support. This method corresponds with cognitive apprenticeship, which is 
a common method used by trainers and teachers, offering/explaining cognitive 
processes while showing (modelling) how a certain task has to be fulfilled and 
adapting the subsequent coaching to the apprentice’s progress (Collins, 1991). 
Moreover, in all three former PAI apprentices’ accounts, their trainers were seen 
as role models who increased their motivation to learn the trade, which we could 
consider as contributing to building their professional identity. Based on this 
result, trainers appear to be the cornerstone of PAI apprenticeship. Against this 
backdrop and supported by our three examples, we obtained highly positive 
testimonials from both trainers and former PAI apprentices. However, we can 
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speculate that not all trainers have the same capacity for reflexivity and empathy, 
which appeared to be important factors. In that sense, trainers can exert a strong 
power that can be decisive for the apprentices’ training success, and even more 
in the case of PAI, where we observe that trainers are also involved in extra-
curricular spheres. This observation does not deny PAI apprentices’ capabilities 
to succeed, but rather emphasises that the power of the trainer should be 
acknowledged and treated with caution. 

Specificities of refugee PAI apprentices 
The originality of our study lies in the distinct mission of the PAI programme, 
which aims to introduce apprentices with refugee backgrounds to, and facilitate 
their participation in VET, ultimately leading to a recognised qualification, that 
is, a VET Certificate (two-year apprenticeship) or a VET Diploma (three- or four-
year apprenticeship). As previous studies have mentioned, refugee persons have 
been through an arduous journey, often experiencing traumas and difficult life 
conditions and challenges in the resettlement country (Hynie, 2018; Udayar et al., 
2024). In our results, we observed that the challenges faced by PAI apprentices 
are not only related to language or learning, but also to their often-difficult life 
circumstances, which are fraught with great uncertainty. In fact, from both 
trainers’ and PAI apprentices’ points of view, external factors, such as family or 
administrative problems linked to temporary permits, emerged as preventing 
them from being able to completely concentrate on their training. This result 
supports the Swiss Federal Council’s initiative and, on a broader European level, 
to implement specific programmes that allow for the adaptation of the support 
provided by trainers to alleviate the challenges encountered by apprentices with 
refugee backgrounds.   

Limitations of the study and future directions 
A limitation of the study concerns the classification of affordances and 
involvement according to our theoretical framework. These were not defined by 
the participants themselves but were coded as expansive or restrictive by the 
researchers based on participants’ answers. Moreover, the interviews were not 
specifically developed to refer to Filliettaz’s model, but they addressed 
workplace learning environments in PAI from a broad perspective, as suggested 
by Fuller and Unwin (2003, see Table 2), also including learning outside the 
workplace. In addition, it is important to note that Filliettaz developed his model 
to observe verbal interactions between trainers and apprentices, whereas we 
based our analyses on interviews, focusing the interviewees’ personal assess-
ments of their workplace learning environments. Another limitation stems from 
the rather low language proficiency of the apprentices, which poses an additional 
challenge to achieving mutual understanding during interviews. Finally, our 
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choice to focus on three cases (i.e., six interviews) to attain a deep understanding 
of their perspectives also features a limitation. While our three cases reflected a 
generally positive view of the PAI training, it is possible that analysing additional 
cases might have revealed a more nuanced understanding of the situation. We 
therefore recommend extending the analysis to more participants and 
professions in future research.  

Conclusion 
This research provided a detailed focus on three cases of PAI apprentices in 
Switzerland. By using a combined theoretical framework, our study offered an 
understanding of the extent to which affordances and commitment can be 
considered as expansive or restrictive from both trainers’ and former PAI 
apprentices’ points of view. Our study illustrates a rather expansive learning 
environment, with strong support and personal involvement from trainers in 
promoting their PAI apprentices’ learning and inclusion within the team and 
larger organisation. In addition, our results stress the important role – and power 
– of trainers and the contextual factors that can impede a PAI apprentice’s 
learning journey. Consequently, we encourage these elements to be acknow-
ledged and treated with caution by stakeholders involved in PAI programmes.  

Although the results of our study refer to pre-vocational programmes in 
Switzerland and cannot be generalised due to the small sample size, they provide 
valuable insights into workplace learning environments in (pre-)apprenticeships. 
As dual VET programmes are also offered in some Nordic countries, our results 
can be considered relevant for readers from that region too. 
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