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Abstract

Education scholars have long debated the relative merits of vocational pathways in high
school, weighing apparent employment benefits against the risk of foreclosing academic
opportunities. Yet scholars are no closer to a consensus and the literature on vocational education
has fragmented: economics, comparative political economy, sociology and education have given rise
to diverse ways of understanding vocational pathways, what they entail and why students choose
them. This study integrates these perspectives as a basis for comparative analysis of contemporary
vocational pathways in four countries: two representing traditionally strong vocational provision and
uptake (Germany and Austria) and two in which we would expect to find weaker provision and

lower uptake (Australia and New Zealand).

This study finds that across these diverse contexts, vocational pathways have dramatically
declined and been replaced by Aybrid pathways that combine elements of vocational and academic
education. In only one context, however, does the hybrid amount to the addition of vocational and
academic qualification pathways. In the other three cases, hybrid paths are better characterized as
the substitution of vocational learning for academic curriculum, or vice versa. These substitutive
pathways have low rates of transitions to industry-recognized credential paths or higher education.
Separate chapters set out the factors which explain this variation, including the way in which school

policies concerning school choice and assessment design shape the variation in hybrid pathways.
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Introduction

At some point in education, young people move from what is compulsory to what is post-
compulsory. At this stage, they start to make our own choices about what they want to learn, or
whether they want to learn in a formal setting at all. This study is about the institutional factors that
shape those choices. While, for those who govern education systems, there is some ambiguity as to
what these choices should reflect, there is a general view that people should stay in education long
enough to prepare them for a job or occupation, or render them highly-qualified enough that they
will be desirable in any labor market. And yet, many people do not choose this, instead leaving
school early or pursuing some kind of general qualification which it turns out does not help them in
the labor market. This contributes to a widespread sense that we are not doing enough to value
vocational edncation. This study set out to examine this sense, by undertaking an analysis of variation in
vocational enrolment trends over time in four countries. The motivation was that if we can explain
this variation, we might find what it is that is being valued or not valued about vocational pathways.
The first key finding is that it is no longer appropriate to analyze upper secondary vocational
pathways as a distinct upper secondary option. I document, across four cases, the mass hybridization
of academic and vocational pathways over the past two decades. Across diverse systems, the
majority of young people now have the option of an upper secondary pathway which could lead to
both academic and vocational qualifications. If we adopted a human capital approach to
understanding young people’s upper secondary choices, we might expect widespread utilization of
such pathways, which offer the opportunity to keep work options open and get valuable
occupational experience while working towards higher education entry; in other words, to develop
both general and occupationally-specific skills. But the second key finding of this study is that in three out

of four cases hybrid pathways are #of widely utilized in this way and are not leading to higher rates of
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skill development, whether of occupational or general skills. The rest of the study is devoted to
identifying the factors which explain this variation across the cases. The end result is a set of three
factors which I propose should be included in future analysis of upper secondary education: the
timing of origin of hybrid pathways; the degree of tracking in lower secondary; and the structure of
skill signals. This introductory chapter provides an overview of these concepts, starting with the

concept of upper secondary education itself.

Upper secondary education and the beginning of educational choice

Upper secondary forms a special phase of education that straddles compulsory and post-compulsory
structures. The institutions of this phase look quite different across countries. In some, like the
United States, almost all upper secondary education is located within comprehensive high schools.
In others, it is comprised of different kinds of organizations, including schools, colleges (course-
based and aimed at an older age group), and part-time schools for apprentices. Whatever the
building it is located in, however, it represents a phase of curricular differentiation. What distinguishes
upper secondary from earlier phases is that students no longer follow a common curriculum, but
pursue different subjects or qualifications depending on their interests, aspirations and prior

attainment.

In simplified models of decisions young people make at upper secondary, their choice is
characterized as one between academic or vocational education. This distinction, which can also just be

called “general” or vocational, 1 represents the divide between pathways which lead to higher

1 Often, a “general” track denotes one for students who are not expected to go to higher education, but are also not in
any kind of specialist vocational program. This is most common in the U.S. due to the longer history of comprehensive
high schools where all young people are expected to remain in school through 12th grade, even if they are not
transitioning into higher education or “skilled” work. The notion of non-vocational, non-academic upper secondary is
becoming more common as other countries extend expectations for compulsory education.



education and those which lead into the labor market. The assumption is that, across different kinds
of upper secondary systems, at some point young people have to decide as to whether they are
aiming for university or not, and then pursue particular curriculum or credentials accordingly. For
some theorists, this decision is viewed as a “stick or split” choice about remaining in formal
education. For others, it is a decision that says something about the relative value of vocational or
academic skills in a given system. This latter position highlights the need to understand upper

secondary choices from a systems perspective.

The need for a systems perspective

The nature of upper secondary education as a phase of differentiation and choice demands that we
view it from a systems perspective. In earlier phases, whether our interest is in explanation or
evaluation, we can characterize education in terms of the performance of individual classes, schools
or districts. While we might doubt that these indicators can capture all of the educational goals that
we value, there is always the option of reverting to a system’s curricular and mandated tests as a
means to indicate success. At the upper secondary level, however, what counts as a positive outcome
is relative. It depends on a student’s individual aspirations and capacity, and the composition of
aspirations and capacity in that given class, school or district. Consequently, only a system
perspective on education can account for the totality of impacts, taking into account the possibility

of trade-offs (Bol and van de Werfhorst 2013a).

More specifically, at the upper secondary level, whether something is a “good outcome” or not is
inherently context-specific. If I am in a country (or even just a city) where very few people go to
college, getting to college would be a fantastic outcome that would likely give me much better
employment opportunities and social status. On the other hand, if I am in a country (or city) where

the majority of people go to college, it is just an average outcome and I might aspire to something



more or something different; I might try to go to a particularly good college, or, if I did not think I
could do that, I might choose to train for some specific occupation that might give me a stable job

and some status, such as a nurse technician.

This insight creates the fundamental complexity of upper secondary education systems. Whether we
see upper secondary attainment as the acquisition of skills or just the acquisition of a signal, the
value or meaning of that outcome is defined by a market (G. S. Becker 1964; Stiglitz 1975).
Consequently, the definition of a good outcome is relational. It is not surprising then that scholars

often use comparative methods to study upper secondary education from a systems perspective.

Yet this comparative study of upper secondary education does not form a cohesive body of
literature, as different disciplines have used different frames. Within the field of education, the
comparative study of upper secondary is framed as the study of “school completion” (Lamb et al.
2011) or “transitions systems”, referring to the diverse sets of pathways across countries that mark
the “transition” from school to work (Raffe 2003, 2008, 2014; Shavit and Miller 1998). While the
transition systems approach has tried to draw from multiple disciplinary perspectives, and
incorporates sociological insights on socioeconomic stratification, observers note the absence of
political economy perspectives on different employer contexts students are ‘transitioning into” (Raffe
2014, 179; Toner 2014). Meanwhile, political economists and political scientists have developed a
body of work on “skill formation”, which studies education and training from upper secondary to
adult learning, with little input from educationalists (Phillip Brown, Green, and Lauder 2001; M. R.
Busemeyer and Trampusch 2011a, 3, 2011b; Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and Soskice 2001). Within the
field of education there is a comparative body of work specifically on Vocational Education and

Training (VET), but much of it is focused on post-secondary programs and institutions aimed at



adult learners, tending towards a program effectiveness perspective as opposed to attempting to

explain from a systems perspective (L. Clarke and Winch 2007; Pilz 2012).

Despite limited academic exchange, these fields have given rise to similar typologies and
categorizations of countries in their efforts to analyze the diversity of upper secondary systems.
Table 1 introduces the labels that have emerged to define the differences between groups of
countries, which are represented by two archetypal countries of the USA and Germany. While the
typologies have been formulated and are illustrated within these bodies of literature by a range of
OECD countries, the USA and Germany consistently appear as illustrative opposite poles, and so
are used here. The different labels refer to the distinguishing system feature highlighted by that body
of literature.

Table 1. Typologies of upper secondary systems and their characterization of two archetypal
countries

USA Germany
Political economy; varieties of produces produces
capitalism (P. A. Hall and Soskice “general” skills “specific” skills
2001)
Comparative education; transition shaped by an shaped by an
systems (Raffe 2014) “education logic” “employment logic”
Political economys; skill formation “Liberal” approach “Collective” approach
(M. R. Busemeyer and Trampusch to skill formation to skill formation
2011b)
Comparative sociology; inequality Comprehensive / Tracked /
studies (Blossfeld et al. 2016; Bol and Undifferentiated Differentiated
van de Werthorst 2013a)

We can see that while the literature highlights different features, there is some consistency. For
example, political economy focuses on the type of skills produced and distinguishes between upper
secondary systems which lead to more “general” skills — indicated by number of people entering

college — as opposed to those which produce more “specific” skills, indicated by those attaining a



vocational qualification. The transition system literature highlights essentially the same difference,
but characterizes it in terms of the logic that informs the system: upper secondary systems shaped by
an “education logic” are characterized by more classroom-based learning, while those shaped by an

“employment logic” make greater use of apprenticeship or specialized vocational training.

The vocational orientation of upper secondary

The distinctions drawn in these typologies are justified on the basis of comparative statistics. A key
statistic for understanding differences between upper secondary systems is its vocational orientation, ot
more specifically, the share of upper secondary enrolment that is vocational. The share of upper
secondary that is vocational is interpreted as “an indicator of the importance of vocational education
and training in a given educational system” (M. R. Busemeyer and Jensen 2012, 534). More generally,
it is taken to indicate the extent to which people in a population value specific over general skills,
and consequently their susceptibility to rising inequality and liberalization (Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and
Soskice 2001; Iversen and Soskice 2019); the quality of school-to-work linkages and risk of youth
unemployment (Bol et al. 2019); and the strength of occupational labor markets and possibility for

middle class wages (M. R. Busemeyer 2009; Marsden 2015).

With so many interpretations loaded on this indicator, there are a variety of reasons why its
fluctuation should draw attention from actross the social sciences. Indeed, as recorded in the
International Database on Education Systems (UOE)2, upper secondary enrolment rates have been
declining in one of the archetypal vocationally-oriented countries, Germany. Equally of interest, the
key liberal, general skills, comprehensive system — the USA — shows signs of rising youth

apprenticeships and trade education in high schools (Dougherty and Lombardi 2016; B. A. Jacob

2 “UOE” as it is maintained through joint data collection of UNESCO, OECD and Eurostat. Appendix A includes
more information on UOE data collection.



2017). But the United States, like Canada, does not in fact record separate rates of academic and
vocational education at upper secondary. It is therefore impossible to know in comparative terms
whether these reports are warranted. Moreover, given the range of interpretations of what a
changing share of vocational enrolment might mean, it is necessary to look beneath trends if we

want to explain what is actually going on.

This study

This study documents and explains a set of contemporary changes in upper secondary education in
four country case studies — Australia and New Zealand, and Germany and Austria. My starting
assumption was that it would be possible to explain changes in upper secondary education in terms
of changes in the share of upper secondary enrolment that is vocational, in which academic and
vocational programs are distinct and lead to distinct destinations in further study or the labor
market, and where the decision as to whether to pursue vocational programs might be explained in

terms of features of the labor market. The findings adjust this picture significantly.

First, upper secondary educational enrolments can no longer be modelled as a binary choice, where
we might see more or fewer students choosing a vocational program. As described in chapter three,
what I observe across the cases is increased hybridization of academic and vocational pathways at this
phase. To understand variation in young people’s choices, therefore, we have to take much greater

account of the structure of choices and the option of delaying choice within a hybrid pathways.

Second, hybrid pathways are generally 7o leading to higher rates of skill development, whether of
occupational or general skills. In only one out of my four cases, Austria, is there a hybrid pathway
which reliably leads students to both higher education entry and a recognized vocational

qualification. In the other cases, while students could use hybrid paths to attain both of these during



their time at school, they use hybrids primarily as a means to gain a required school-leaving
credential. Rates of vocational qualification from upper secondary have fallen across the cases, and
general skills, as measured by standardized international assessments, have either improved only very
marginally (in Germany) or declined (in Australia and New Zealand).

Given the poor reputation of vocational education in some countries, the mixed success of hybrid
pathways could be explicable in terms of cultural factors: where vocational education is stigmatized
we would not expect a hybrid to be successful. But a cultural explanation does not match the pattern
of cases: many fewer students in Germany than Australia pursue hybrid pathways, and the shift to
pure academic pathways has been stronger in Germany. In addition, in New Zealand, where a
hybrid pathway was created in the form of a credit-based general qualification which allows students
to work towards university entry and an occupational credential without actually having to select a

‘vocational pathway’, the utilization of occupational units remains low and has declined over time.

The third key finding therefore is that the mixed success of hybrid pathways is explicable in terms of
three factors: the timing of development of the hybrid pathway, the level of tracking in lower
secondary, and what I call the structure of skill signals, which refers to the timing, nature and degree
of centralized assessment and reporting. Table 2 summarizes the main differences in these factors
across the four cases in this study. Chapters four to six set out how these factors explain the

variation in hybrid success, and here I provide a brief introduction to each.

Chapter four describes how, across these diverse cases, from 1960 onwards we can observe similar
impulses to introduce hybrid pathways as upper secondary education was expanded from an elite to
a mass educational phase. Differing politics across the cases (specifically the relative power of parties
on the left) led to differences in the timing with which hybrid pathways were fully developed. The

pathway developed earlier benefitted from the first wave of upper secondary expansion, while the
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later pathways had to be designed to attract those taking refuge from poor youth labor markets later
in the 20w century. These later pathways, rather than reliably leading young people to both academic
and vocational credentials, operate more like substitutes: in these pathways, students use vocational
credits, courses or schools in place of some academic requirements, in order to qualify for a school
completion certificate. The timing of origin thus determines the initial constituency of a hybrid

pathway, in terms of its character in the eyes of employers and the wider society.

Chapter five describes how the character of a pathway is further determined by the extent of lower
secondary tracking. The last two decades saw an increase in the ability of students and their parents
to choose a secondary school, but this increase in choice was stratified, leading to residualization of
some lower secondary schools, lowering average socioeconomic status and attainment. The result is
a kind of guasi-tracking in which schools are clearly stratified by socioeconomic status and attainment.
Higher-attaining lower secondary schools feed the academic upper secondary pathways. Lower-
attaining schools struggle to supply hybrid pathways because their students are not prepared for the
demands of a combined academic and vocational path. Consequently, these schools feed substitutive
hybrids. In contrast, systems with firmer tracking and less choice feed young people into a hybrid
pathway: those do not have an option of a pure academic pathway into higher education but are

nevertheless sufficiently academically prepared to handle the demands of a hybrid path.

Finally, chapter six sets out how the structure of skill signals further shapes the different character of
hybrid paths. In the past two decades, systems have grappled with credential inflation in upper
secondary, leading to an increased role for centralized reporting or assessment of grades to allow for
differentiation between those with the same credentials. Both the timing of skills signals and the
degree to which they signal general or occupational skills appears significant. The cases suggest that

where students receive an earlier signal of general skills, this increases willingness for occupational
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specialization through hybrid or vocational courses; later centralized assessment is a deterrent,
particularly when vocational courses represent a penalty in the way that assessments are aggregated.
These factors operate together to shape the supply of students into particular upper secondary
programs. Consequently, the final conclusion of this study is that if we want to understand upper
secondary choices in ways that can inform the design of policy, we should consider student choices
not only in relation to labor market factors beyond the school system, but to constraints and
incentives created by the system itself. The choices offered in upper secondary are choices not only
between different subjects or occupations, but also between different cohorts and different
opportunities to signal general skills. The patterns across these cases — including the under-
utilization of particular hybrid opportunities and the considerable utilization of others — become
explicable when students’ choices are understood in this way. On the basis of this I would suggest
that the above three factors be considered when designing any new reforms in upper secondary, and

relatedly that we can learn from further research into these factors in a wider range of systems.

Why this matters: arbitrating competing demands on upper secondary education

While explaining any kind of major change, we would typically expect to have some kind of valence
attached to what we find. If vocational enrolment has declined here or there, is that a good thing or
not? But the desirable outcomes of upper secondary education are a shifting target. Two narratives,
each underpinned by economic research, exist side-by-side. One advocates for improved academic
upper secondary, to serve the continued expansion of higher education as a means to moderate
income inequality and allow human skills to keep pace with technological change (Atkinson 2015;
Goldin and Katz 2008; R. J. Gordon 2016; Heckman and Krueger 2005; Mayer and Peterson 2010).
The second points to the weaknesses of a “college for all” mentality, and the success of economies
which complement higher education with a strong vocational or apprenticeship sector (Culpepper

and Finegold 1999; Iversen and Soskice 2019; Rosenbaum 2001; R. B. Schwartz and Hoffman 2015).
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Advocacy of vocational education rests not only on a political-economic perspective that there are
“varieties of capitalism”, but also on sociological and economic evidence for its benefits in any
context, including the U.S. (Symonds, Schwartz, and Ferguson 2011). Qualitative studies emphasize
that work-based vocational education provides young people with sustained interaction with adults
in the workplace, helping them both to mature and to signal their preparedness to future employers
(Grubb 1996a; Halpern 1998). While it is difficult to evaluate the impact of vocational education due
to selection effects, evaluations of vocational education in non-German-speaking countries have still
found that it can reduce the chance of unemployment, and that any upper secondary vocational
education is preferable to leaving school early (Brunello and Rocco 2017; Iannelli and Raffe 2007;
Ryan 2001). For any given policy context, therefore, it is difficult to arbitrate between “college for
all” and “let’s do voc ed better”.

Caught between these two perspectives, upper secondary systems have been pressed to produce
more and more young people who are qualified for higher education, while sustaining some form of
vocational provision. The United States is a key example of this situation. Preparing young people
for college has for a long time been accepted as the razson-d’etre of high schools and is still accepted
as the best way to monitor their success (Ginsburg, Noell, and Plisko 1988; Morse and Brooks 2019;
Olson 2019). Yet, as the first country to reach 50% higher education enrolment, scholars have also
long drawn attention to a dynamic between expansion and dropout (Boesel and Fredland 1999), as
well as to the knock-on effects for the “forgotten half”, predominantly from lower-income
backgrounds, whose transition from school into stable employment appears to become increasingly
difficult in majority-college societies (Rosenbaum 2001; Rosenbaum et al. 2015; W. T. Grant
Foundation 1988). Partly in response to such perceptions, after a long-term decline in CTE course-

taking, U.S. states have seen a resurgence of Career and Technical Education in high schools (H. R.
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D. Gordon 2014; B. A. Jacob 2017). Articles on this change imply that the biggest problem faced is

one of cultural perceptions: young people simply do not value vocational education.

Before directing educational research and evaluation activity with that agenda, we need to
understand more about the nature of vocational choices. Explaining differences in the current trends
in education is one way to do that in order to discover whether vocational education is ever really a

choice, and where it is, what exactly young people are choosing?
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Chapter 1. A framework to analyze upper secondary change

This chapter sets out a theoretical framework for understanding change in upper secondary
enrolments. With the aim of constructing the most parsimonious possible theory, I start with
theories of educational decision-making, in which educational enrolments are understood as the
product of individual choices. In this perspective, educational goals and the incentives offered by the
employment context form key explanatory factors. While changes in these incentives explain some
part of change over time, their inability to explain well across countries requires us to consider other
ways in which the incentives and constraints on educational choice can change. This leads me to
theories of institutional change, concerning how and why the institutions of education might
develop differently across different countries due to politics and path dependency. I consider what is
missing to anlayze the relationships between institutional change and individual choices. I propose a
focus on a set of key educational institutions which mediate upper secondary choices and make
visible the strategic interactions between students, parents, employers and wider stakeholders which

may, ultimately, explain vocational trends.
Vocational enrolment as the product of individual decisions

From a rational choice perspective, upper secondary enrolment trends originate in the decisions of
young people. There are several competing accounts of what drives such decision-making. Perhaps
the predominant means of understanding educational decision is human capital theory, which
proposes that individuals invest in their education to the extent that they believe it will pay off in the
labor market (G. S. Becker 1964). Here, the most desirable educational pathway may be that which
develops the most in-demand skills. A variant of this is signaling or screening theory, whereby
education levels are primarily a means to signal one’s general ability (Stiglitz 1975). As hinted in this
description, there is an important potential distinction between these two theories in what “skill”
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means. Under human capital theory, skill can be both general and more “specific” to given jobs; in

signaling, skill means something more like general ability to learn.

An alternative view of educational decision-making arises from social reproduction theories. In place
of the focus on expected income, here the goal of educational decisions is to maintain one’s social
status, where status is secured by one’s relative position in an educational hierarchy (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1990; Breen, Van De Werthorst, and Jager 2014). Where human capital theory proposes a
market-based relationship between skills or credentials, here the relationship is simply one of
‘keeping up with the Jones’. As above, exactly what this involves depends on whether education is a
just signal (where credentials form a relatively fixed symbolic hierarchy) or if specific skill
development is valued (so a certificate in a new field might be more valuable than an unfinished

college degree).

Table 3 summarizes the predictions of prevailing theories as to how educational decision-making
might result in changes in educational trends over time.

Table 3. Predictions from individualist theories of educational decision-making: proximate goal (x)
ultimate goal (y)

Goals Signal general ability Develop specific skills
Maximize P1 : secondary VET relates to HE, P2 : secondary VET relates to employment,
income declining as more individuals pursue  declining as manufacturing declines
HE to signal higher ability creating less demand for specific skills
Maintain Ps : secondary VET relates to P4 : secondary VET relates to parental
social status  parental education levels, with HE education levels, with HE rise related to
rise amongst parents related to VET  secondary VET rise as an alternative means
fall amongst youth to attain educated status

I specify trends in the way that they are usually referred to in the literature and measured in
international collections such as the OECD’s Education at a Glance: secondary Vocational
Educational and Training (VET) refers to the share of upper secondary enrolment which is

vocational; that is, vocational enrolment divided by total enrolment. Higher education (HE) refers to
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the share of the youth cohort enrolling in higher education. The table identifies the predictions that
different individualist theories would make about educational trends, depending on what that theory
proposes are the goals of education. The first point of difference concerns the proximate goal of
pursuing a particular education pathway: whether it is a means to signal a higher level of underlying
ability or to develop a particular kind of skill. The second is the ultimate goal: whether it is to
maximize the return to skill investments, or maintain a particular social status. The predictions
specify what a theory would predict under contemporary conditions of higher educational expansion

and a shift towards more service-based economies (Marginson 2016; Wren 2013).

P1 arises from the perspective of signaling or screening theory. As the proportion entering higher
education increases, employers become more skeptical about the general ability levels of the
remaining vocational students, turn their attention to graduates, and in turn, the next cohort of
young people try harder to enter higher education. This is a popular account of how employers work
and of vocational decline (Philip Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011; M. R. Busemeyer and
Trampusch 2011b; Culpepper and Finegold 1999, 30). If it held, as higher education enrolments
increase, after a brief lag in which students and employers observe each other’s behavior, vocational
enrolments would fall.

P2 differs in seeing education not as a means to signal general skill but a means to develop
and signal particular kinds of skill that might be useful to employers. Consequently, what kind of
education will pay off depends on the structure of the labor market. One important difference here
is the One suggestion is the growth in Germany of znternal as opposed to occupational labor markets.
This distinction arises from the study of comparative study of industrial sectors in the 1980s
(Marsden 1990): occupational labor markets (OLMs) are structured around defined jobs and
associated credentials, and allow for employees to move between firms or clients at the same skill

and pay level, supported by union- and government-backed regulations around the meaning of
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particular credentials. Internal labor markets (ILMs), in contrast, are structured around firms, and
aspiring employees compete with each other to enter a firm and then work their way up as far as
possible in skill and pay levels. A variety of empirical studies support the theory that “co-ordinated
market” countries like Germany have stronger “occupational” linkages in the school-work transition
(i.e. young people get jobs based on what field they have studied), while “liberal market” countries
like the USA have weaker occupational linkages and employment depends on the level of one’s
education (i.e. diploma, AA, BA etc) (DiPrete et al. 2017; Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and Soskice 2001;

Levels, Velden, and Stasio 2014; van de Werthorst 2011a).

In the study of labor markets, therefore, scholars view a shift from manufacturing to professional
services as a shift to greater predominance of ILMs, as the greater variety of interpersonal tasks
demanded by the former is less compatible with highly standardized credentials and work tasks
(Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and Soskice 2001; Marsden 2007; Wren 2013). Likewise, the varieties of
capitalism perspective has traditionally proposed that larger manufacturing sectors and larger shares
of vocational education are related, supported by the presence of labor market institutions like
unions and business associations (M. R. Busemeyer and Trampusch 2011a; Estevez-Abe, Iversen,
and Soskice 2001, 3). In theory, this position is substantiated by historical and qualitative studies
documenting the particular relationship between manufacturing employment and high-quality
vocational education. This literature gives rise to the view that the transition from industry to
services as the largest employment sector would be expected to precipitate a decline in vocational

enrolment (Wren 2013).

The third and fourth predictions derive from social reproduction theory. If education signals general
ability, young people will opt less for vocational education if, over time, they are more likely to have

university-educated parents (Ps). If education develops specific skills, a rise in higher education
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amongst the parental generation could produce a rise in both higher and vocational education
amongst the young generation, as they seek whatever means possible to develop skills and attain

educated status (P4).

Testing micro predictions

As we can see, micro-level theories offer us many ways of understanding vocational change. To see
whether any provides a general explanation, we can compare these predictions to what we see in
international comparative data. In the following, I measure the share of upper secondary enrolment
which is vocational as vocational enrolment divided by total enrolment. Higher education (HE)
refers to the share of the youth cohort enrolling in higher education.

If P1 held, as higher education enrolments increase, after a brief lag in which students and employers
observe each other’s behavior, the vocational share would fall, as school students moved away from
vocational and towards academic upper secondary pathways. But the observable patterns do not well
match this account: Figure 1 illustrates that while almost all countries saw increases in academic
tertiary enrolment in the years between 1995-2012, the lagged change in vocational enrolment share

varied substantially.

18



20-
Portugal

. [ ]
Finland
Te]
S
o
2 10
@ Epgland
@ *New Zealand
5
= Belgium
<
> Netrlerlands
3 Canada USA
g o- Austria Switzerland
8 Sweden
D
p Israel IFeland
a Norwa
j=
= Italy
£
g e
E 10- Spain Denmark
(&)
Australia
L ]
France
Germany
0 20 40 80

Change in Academic Tertiary Enrolment, 1995-2012

Figure 1. Change in upper secondary and tertiary enrolments across the 20 largest western
economies.

Note: The Upper Secondary VET share refers to the proportion of all upper secondary enrolments that are vocational.
This indicator is intended to capture change in student otientation, towatds/away from vocational paths. Soutce:
OECDstat and UNESCO World Development Indicators. The OECD archive database now begins only from the year
2000. 1995 is the only earlier year in which ac 1995 is the only earlier year in which academic tertiary data is available for
these countries, except Australia, for which the next figure (2000) is used. The two spans of time (1995-2012 and 1999-
2015) do not match exactly (17 year and 16 years) because they reflect the years with the most available data.

According to P2, which is derived from traditional varieties of capitalism literature, the transition
from industry to services as the largest employment sector would be expected to precipitate a
decline in vocational enrolment. Figure 2 suggests this explanation holds to an extent: countries that
have had less of a decline in industry employment share tend also to have had less of a decline in
vocational education. However, many countries buck the trend: Portugal and Spain have
experienced similar declines in the industry share but opposite growth rates in the vocational

enrolment share. The case of Portugal is potentially one of a vocational education boom in a poor
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youth labor market. Australia, Germany and France fall below the trend, suggesting their vocational

decline is in part but not entirely attributable to employment change.
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Figure 2. Change in upper secondary vocational and industry employment shares across the 20
largest western economies.

Source: OECD.stat and UNESCO World Development Indicators.

Figure 3 tests Psand P4. It shows the relationship between change in vocational enrolment in relation
to change in higher education over the preceding 25 years, capturing the change in the likelihood
that a child has a parent with a tertiary degree. Here, if there is any clear correlation it is a positive
one, in which the vocational share increases in relation to earlier educational expansion, suggesting
something more like hypothesis four. This explanation clearly cannot apply to Germany, however,
and overall the array crosses the x axis, such that countries which had increases in tertiary degrees

amongst the parental generation experience both declines and increases in vocational education
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amongst the young. Thus, while the social reproduction thesis can successfully explain educational
decisions in particular countries (Jaeger and Breen 2010), it does not seem to conclusively explain the

different degrees of vocational decline across countries.
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Figure 3. Change in upper secondary vocational share and the prior change in tertiary attainment
across the 20 largest western economies.

Source: OECD.stat and UNESCO World Development Indicators.

From this analysis we can draw some tentative conclusions. Firstly, vocational decline does not
follow automatically from tertiary expansion, either in the immediate past or in the parental
generation. Equally, a decline in the industry employment share can be associated with a rapid
growth in vocational education, as in Portugal, just as much as decline. Combining the explanations

together it is possible to construct a reasonable story for some countries, but there is no way of
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knowing what parts of these theories to extrapolate to other cases and the patterns do not allow one

to discriminate between theories.

This exercise also highlights that the variety of underlying theories about the goals of educational
decisions make it difficult to predict across countries. To predict we first need to know more about
what a given choice represents in terms of real structures and institutions. To what extent could

changes in structures explain the different patterns across countries?

The role of institutions in educational decision-making

The decision to pursue vocational education may be conditioned by variation in the great many
institutions — the “rules of the game” — that make up education and the labor market: schools,
curricula, and regulations on the one hand, and firms, employment regulations, and credentials on
the other (Lamb 2011; Raffe 2014). Comparative studies highlight that differences in institutions
across nations seem to result in different educational calculus, in particular, whether employers place

more value on signals of general ability or of specific skills (van de Werfhorst 2011a).

Three kinds of institutions shape the passage through upper secondary: qualification pathways,
which determine at a national level what kind of choices people have to make; the organization of
schools, in particular whether the secondary system is tracked or not; and assessments. Depending
on the system, assessments can control both entry into and out of upper secondary pathways, and
may determine the kind of ‘signals’ qualifications carry. We will see a lot more of these three
institutions across the chapters.

These institutions may change over time. Qualification pathways may change through the
introduction of qualification frameworks or modularisation into credit- unit-, or course-based
systems (Allais 2011; Brockmann, Clarke, and Winch 2011). Such changes can border into

“hybridization”: programs which combine academic and vocational content and modes and are
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offered at the secondary and tertiary level (Brockmann, Clarke, and Winch 2011; Graf 2013). The
programs take various different forms, but where they involve an increase of academic content and
learning modes within vocational routes, this may make them less appealing for some students and

induce drop-out (Polesel 2017).

The organization of schools can also change. Secondary systems have seen a trend towards later
tracking and increasing student choice over courses (Blossfeld et al. 2016). Coupled with this, there
have been attempts to increase parental school choice and transparency of standards to create
“markets” for schools (Haberstroh 2016; Moe and Wiborg 2016). Standards and accountability
movements can have impacts on the demands placed on and sometimes the designs of assessment

(Koretz 2015).

What implications these reforms have for upper secondary choices is not currently clear. But if
educational decision-making is subordinate to institutional conditions, changes in these conditions
must become part of the analysis. The predictions above all roughly take the form of 44 =~ AB. But
it may be that A is itself undergoing some kind of institutional change, creating a new form, still
recognizable as vocational education, but sufficiently different in its pathways and structures that we
could call it Al. Then if AA1 # AB that might be because 44 # AB or because A # Al. Moreover,
if some parts of A are becoming Al but some parts are becoming A2, A1 and A2 may have quite
different relationships to B. This raises the problem of institutional change and how to study

categories which do not necessarily remain stable over time (J. L. Campbell 2004).

Interactions between the explanations

Comparative studies typically assume stability in institutions, but the contemporary study of

institutions in political science and sociology views institutions not as fixed equilibria but the
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contingent product of strategic interaction between different groups (voters, employers, unions,
parents etc.) (P. A. Hall 2009). Institutions can thus change gradually through shifts in the numbers,
interests or resources of these groups (Fligstein and McAdam 2015; Mahoney and Thelen 2009).
Consequently, even country case studies are not necessarily “macro” but rely on an understanding of
micro-level processes (Mahoney and Thelen 2015, 6).

Within this strategic interaction, the explanations above may combine. It is in the nature of the
school-work transition that changes in the domain of employment may affect the domain of school
policy, and vice versa (Raffe 2014, 186—-87). Consequently, we might ask of these perspectives
whether both explanations apply, whether they interact in an important way, or whether one can be
subsumed by the other. This question is worth asking because there are plausible stories as to how
the two relate. Differences in schools policies around assessment and credentialing may themselves
have firm-centred explanations; large employers have a track record as a powerful constituency in
education policymaking (Graf, Lassnigg, and Powell 2012). On the other hand, if the school system
changes its signalling so that education credentials emphasize the level of attainment (e.g. school
completion, university entrance) over the occupational specificity of a pathway, employers may
change their hiring strategies in response (cf. van de Werfhorst, 2011). We might therefore have to

understand these relationships as circular, and interpretations have to take account of this possibility.

Strategic interaction around an “opaque good”

So far, we have considered how the incentives outside the school system may change, and how the
constraints created by the school system may change. But what of the way that the school system
itself may change incentives? Strategic interaction may be influenced not only by material factors but
cognitive (inter-subjective) ones, namely the way a group perceives their interests, goals or those of

others (Culpepper 2002; Elster 2007). As such, institutional change can take the form not only of
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new legal and organizational forms but also a/tural processes which alter intersubjective categories,

such as stigmatization and standardization (Lamont, Beljean, and Clair 2014).

It is only worth adding this layer of complexity because cultural processes may play a particularly
important role in explaining changing educational preferences. As we saw above, notions of the
proximate goals of education are contested and often confused. Education is arguably an “opaque
good”, in the sense that its products — each individual’s combination of knowledge and skills — is
unique (Karpik 2010). Consequently, decisions about education take the form of judgments, which
are influenced by social and cultural processes, and by tools. In the case of education, this could take
the form of reifying particular kinds of educational achievement with additional prizes, or
undermining others with talk of “credential inflation” (Bills and Brown 2011; Collins 1979). As these
examples illustrate, intersubjective changes are typically underpinned or embedded by other types of
material, institutional change. Despite this connection, the study of institutional change and of

cultural processes has mostly continued in parallel without enough exchange (Lamont and Pierson

2019; Zilber 2008).

One possibility in combining perspectives is that we can understand cultural processes as a form of
strategic interaction. As proposed by Bourdieu and developed by Lucas in relation to education,
battles for recognition and associated resources are often won more easily through hidden
transformations than open contestation (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; S. R. Lucas 2001, 2017). To
break down cultural processes into constituent strategic interactions, we must look beneath accounts
of the different cultural value of vocational or academic pathways to understand what specific
constraints, incentives and changes underpin them. The advantage of this is the potential for better

modelling of these processes.
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Three levels of institutional differentiation in upper secondary

To summarize the above, Table 4 presents three levels of factors relevant for analyzing upper
secondary change. Each of the three educational institutions which shape upper secondary becomes
a way for young people to differentiate themselves. I use the term “differentiate” here to stand in for
all the key processes that occur at upper secondary: students choosing programs, putting effort into
learning, performing, choosing subsequent destinations and being chosen. By setting these three
together, the decision whether or not to pursue a vocational qualification is understood in relation to
the other options for differentiation — both in terms of general as well as occupationally-specific
skills — and how these may be changing. In investigating how each level may have changed, potential
interactions between changes in the different layers may become visible.

Table 4. Three types of factors relevant for analysing upper secondary education: three levels of
differentiation

Institution Level of differentiation ~ Mode of change: key empirical observations
Qualification pathways National (Macro) Policy reform: historical events
Organization of schools Local (Meso) Cumulative choices: trends

Assessment Individual (Micro) Policy reform and professional practice:

historical events and qualitative reports

Summary

Before describing the empirical strategy, I will briefly clarify the core question at hand. The
prevailing view of vocational decline is that it is a ‘natural’ response to expanding higher education,
the service transition and decline of manufacturing. But as we have seen, changing external
incentives cannot fully explain the variation we see in decline. This led me to consider the role of
schools — and more specifically three mediating and differentiating institutions within the school

system — in creating different constraints on upper secondary decisions. We then saw that changes in
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these institutions influence not only constrains, but may interact with external factors to change

incentives.

Looking at these factors collectively prompts the research question: what explains the changing vocational
share at upper secondary in four contrasting cases? This question is worth exploring because, if it holds, it
offers some prospect for policymakers to intervene, or at least to understand where policy histories
may have driven vocational decline beyond what the employment market would demand. From a
theoretical perspective, it provides an opportunity to link disparate sub-fields in the emerging
political economy of education (Ansell 2010; M. R. Busemeyer 2014; Haberstroh 2016; Moe and
Wiborg 2016), by considering how factors relevant in the study of secondary and post-secondary

education add or interact.
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Chapter 2: Empirical strategy

The goal of this study is to explain changes in the vocational share of upper secondary education. As
introduced above, the study of upper secondary requires a systems perspective to take account of
the relational nature of education outcomes at this stage, as well as the variety of institutions which
compose upper secondary provision. Consequently, I take countries as cases. An approach to such
cases, which tries to take account of the particularities of time and place while also drawing more
general conclusions, has become known in political science as comparative historical analysis
(Mahoney 2003; Mahoney and Thelen 2015; Steinmo, Thelen, and Longstreth 1992). But CHA can
be used in a variety of ways so in this chapter I introduce the particular logics I use and their
underpinning assumptions. I detail my process of case selection leading to the choice of four
countries: Australia, Austria, Germany, and New Zealand. I then detail my approach to data
collection and analysis, framed in terms of three principles of validity in qualitative research in the

form of transparency, triangulation and transferability.

The logic of comparing cases

Historical analysis typically moves beyond pre-measured variables to investigate unmeasured
concepts. The theoretical framework outlined above demands this approach. In particular,
qualitative data will be necessary to take account of the particular structures and meanings that make
up a given context (J. L. Campbell 2004; Mahoney and Thelen 2009; Steinmo, Thelen, and
Longstreth 1992). Comparative analysis is then continually in a tension between explaining the
particularities of a given case based on the best observable data, and generating explanations for

variation across cases. Whether the two can meaningfully relate depends on sound case selection.

Cases can be selected randomly or purposefully (Seawright and Gerring 2008). Probability sampling
would imply that one sees all countries as a population and that explanations resulting from
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randomly selected cases could be applied to the rest of this population. Given the many dimensions
of variation across countries and the complexity of causal pathways, I do not think that country case
studies can be representative of a population of cases, and so it is more appropriate to consider the
relationship between my chosen cases and the wider set of countries as a historian would (Goertz
and Mahoney 2012). The aim rather is therefore for possible transferability of an explanation; that is, an
explanation has been developed and tested within a small body of cases, with sufficiently abstract
specification of key details which can then be looked for when considering a larger set of cases.
Maintaining this goal mitigates against over-fitting explanations to a small set of cases (Goertz 2017).
When choosing a number of cases there is a trade-off between the depth and comprehensiveness of
within-case analysis and the variation of country-specific factors one can incorporate in an
explanation. As an international researcher, part of my goal is to explain the changing vocational
share in a way that might be relevant to several countries, consequently, I am willing to make this
trade-off to the extent that it does not compromise the quality of explanation. Others’ experience

suggests that 3-4 cases is plausible for a dissertation project.

I follow Goertz’s approach to case selection which involves establishing an understanding of
variation across as many cases as possible, before selecting cases which allow one to study key
variation, that is, both “positive’ and “negative” cases with respect to a dependent and key
independent variable; that is, some cases which do and some which do not “fit” a given relationship

between two variabless. This approach, which approximates a focus on outliers and on typical cases,

3 Whether or not to select cases with respect to a dependent variable is one of the defining debates distinguishing
epistemological paradigms in comparative social science. The argument that it introduces a form of selection bias is
warranted when viewing cases as a sample from which one will generalize, based on claims about the representativeness
of that sample (Geddes 1990). But purposeful selection with respect to a dependent variable makes sense as part of
developing new explanations (Goertz and Mahoney 2012). The adjustment we need to make is in describing findings,
and avoiding broad-brush conclusions from cases that are not representative.
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seeks to generate new explanations. It does not seek to provide a definitive explanation, or to prove
the causal relevance of any given factor in a deductive sense. Moving towards deductive testing
requires the conceptualization of new relevant concepts in ways that could be operationalized and
tested across a larger set of cases. This goal lends further discipline to the approach.

The starting point for case selection, then, is to establish a dependent and key independent variable

against which the larger relevant population of countries can be arrayed.

Towards a dependent variable

The logic of explanation requires that what is to be explained be one entity or concept. The
“vocational share of upper secondary” is calculated as the total of vocational upper secondary
enrolment over the total of all upper secondary enrolment. It is a statistic constructed through UOE
data collection: a joint exercise by UNESCO, the OECD, and the European Commission. Country

data is coded according to ISCED, the International Standard Classification of Education.

What is upper secondary?

ISCED is made up of levels; “upper secondary” corresponds to Level 3. ISCED notes propose that,
“pupils enter this level typically between ages 14 and 16”. As discussed in the introduction, upper
secondary education is comprised of different kinds of institutions in different countries. I have
proposed that what unifies it as a concept is that it is a phase of transition from common curriculum
(ending around age 15) to different post-school destinations (reached around age 19), and therefore

one of differentiating curricular, cohort and credential pathways amongst an age group.

Operationalizing this concept using ISCED 3 is compromised, however, by the method of UOE
data collection, which, despite the definition of Level 3 in terms of age, guides countries to use

qualification level rather than age when recording enrolment numbers. Consequently, adults who are
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enrolled in programs that are equivalent in difficulty or function to those at upper secondary are also
coded at ISCED 3. Appendix A provides more detail on this problem in terms of the differences
between upper secondary enrolment for all ages versus 15-19 year-olds.

When conducting case selection, I was not aware of the full extent of this problem. My starting
point was the educsys indicator of vocational orientation across countries, which uses ISCED 3V
enrolment for all age groups (Bol and van de Werfhorst 2013b). Consequently, figures used in case
selection include all age groups. In chapter three I detail how the exclusion of older age groups

changes the observations somewhat for some of my cases.

Programs at level 3 are then coded by their orientation as general (G) or vocational (V). (In 2013,
ISCED was updated so that numeric codes replaced letter codes, but these retained the same
meaning; Appendix A details this update). As a result of this coding, all enrolment at Level 3 can be
divided into general and vocational. UIS.stat, which, along with OECD.stat hosts current and past
UOE data collection, provides the indicator “share of all students in upper secondary enrolled in

vocational programs.”’s

What makes education “vocational”?

The range of programs that countries code as ISCED 3V encompasses a variety of models. Changes
in the nature of vocational education may form part of the explanation for changes in enrolment,
consequently, it is necessary to have some sense of what the different programs are and their

qualities. But, it is not my goal on this study to eva/uate the changes observed.

4 The OECD does not provide the indicator in this form but for most years includes the enrolment figures for
vocational and general education. Over time, the term that the OECD uses to refer to ISCED 3V has changed: “pre-
vocational and vocational” (from 2004); to “vocational/professional” (from 2013). The second change is in line with
changes to ISCED.
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The first and perhaps archetypal model of vocational education is the apprenticeship, which
combines learning on the job coupled with a smaller portion of time in school-based learning.
Around the world, programs labelled as “apprenticeships” can vary in the length and quality of the
employment contract, of training, and of final assessment. In the German-speaking countries with
the most established procedures, this model is called — indeed branded — the “dual” system and has
long served as a model for other countries (Culpepper & Finegold, 1999; Hansen, 1999; Heikkinen
& Lassnigg, 2015). In relation to the special recognition of apprenticeship and work-based
vocational learning more generally, reviews of research on vocational education often try to make
distinctions based on the location of learning (Green, Oketch, & Preston, 2004; Ryan, 2001). UOE
data collection has sporadically tried to report on school-based and work-based enrolment rates
separately.

Across countries, not all apprenticeship education is recorded at ISCED 3; some is classified at the
more advanced levels of ISCED 4, 5 or above. (The UK has recently introduced “degree
apprenticeships”). We should therefore be alert to differences between Level 3 as opposed to other
forms of apprenticeship. In many countries, the more common form of vocational education at the
secondary level is a program taken predominantly at a school or college, with perhaps a short period
of work experience or internships. A final type to differentiate is school-based vocational education
courses which do not necessarily form part of a stand-alone qualification but are part of a high
school diploma or general secondary certificate. This type would not necessarily be coded as ISCED
3V and so likely does not appear in international statistics, but may be what is referred to locally as
vocational education (or the local equivalent term, e.g. CTE). The wider field would benefit from a
clearer demarcation of this type to avoid eliding it with those above, as its mechanisms are quite

different.
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From this variety of structures, we can extrapolate some core features to distinguish between quasi-
vocational-learning-in-schools, vocational courses, and apprenticeships. These sit on a spectrum
which vary in the extent to which they provide (1) an employer-assessed credential which certifies
occupationally-specific skills and (2) supervised experience in a workplace. Prior research has
observed mechanisms linking these two features to good outcomes, and so would suggests that
higher “values” on each of these variables be desirable (M. R. Busemeyer 2009; Grubb 1996a;
Halpern 1998; Thelen 2004). But to reiterate from above, the purpose of highlighting these features

is only to provide some frame for interpreting changes over time.

An independent variable

The definition of vocational education provides an independent variable in the reform of the

conditions for quality vocational education.

My case selection started with a larger set of cases to which explanations might transfer. I started
with a set of 15 large post-industrial democracies. I specifically included all the large English-
speaking countries which are more pootly represented in Euro-centric research on school systems
(e.g. Anderson & Hassel, 2013; Busemeyer, 2014). I did not include any Asian or post-Communist
countries on the grounds that historical differences are too great to make sense of in a small number
of cases. Appendix B includes details of this set.

From these countries, I identified twelve examples of vocational pathways and coded each according
to the features likely to make a successful pathway (see Appendix B2). Existing research would imply
that those with the highest scores should be most sustainable over time. As it is, they vary
considerably. Figure 4 shows the cases arrayed in terms of the observed change in the vocational

share of upper secondary (y) and the conditions for quality vocational education (x). We can see that

33



some seemingly weaker pathways have had a big increase, and some seemingly stronger ones had a

big decrease.

In line with the logic of my case selection, I seek a set of “diverse” cases that illustrate different

values on these two variables. The four selected cases are in bold.

f (0, 1 cases) \ f (1, 1 cases) \

New Zealand (1) Austria (3)

Career Diploma, Netherlands(5)
Louisiana, USA (2)

k England, UK (2) j
( (0,0 cases) \ ( (1, O cases) \

British Columbia (1) Denmark (5)

Switzerland (6)

Ireland (2) France (4)

k Australia(3) j k Germany (5) j

Figure 4. Case selection

In this graphic, the x-axis represents variation across countries in the conditions for viable high-quality vocational
education, moving from weaker conditions on the left to stronger conditions on the right. Appendix B2 details the
coding of this variable. The y-axis represents change in the vocational share of upper secondary. Cases in the top half
have had a stable or increasing vocational share. Cases in the lower half have had a decreasing vocational share. Where
OECD data was not available (as in the case of the USA or Canada) local data was used for specific programs.

As well as representing different conditions for vocational education, these cases are representative
of the different archetypes of upper secondary systems. Within the school-work transitions
literature, Australia and New Zealand represent an “education” logic, with a dominance of academic
secondary education but a reasonable minority of vocational enrolment, while Germany and Austria
represent an “employment logic”, with high levels of work-based secondary vocational education

(Deissinger, Smith, and Pickersgill 2006; Iannelli and Raffe 2007; Polesel 2017). More broadly, in
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comparative political economy, Australia and New Zealand are classic “liberal democracies” (or
“liberal market economies”), where the processes and outcomes of public policy orient towards for
a more free-market approach promoting individualism. Germany and Austria are archetypal of
“corporatist democracies” (or “co-ordinated market economies”), where employers are closely
integrated into regulatory politics and public policy assumes the stability of concepts such as the firm

and the family (Esping-Andersen 1989; P. A. Hall and Soskice 2001; Schroder 2013).

While each of these typologies has their limitations, the consistent contrasting of these pairs of
countries is testament to considerable differences between them and similarities within each pair. As
such, according the logic of most siwilar cases, the diverging outcomes within each pair offer good
leverage to refine a theory; and according to the logic of dissimilar cases, the differences between the
pairs offer a good test of generalizability (Seawright and Gerring 2008). If there are explanations
which apply across these two pairs of cases, there is a better chance that they would be transferable

to different sets of institutional conditions.

To illustrate the current expectations of educational attainment between generations across these
cases, I compare educational levels in census data which captures the attainment of individuals who
were, roughly, entering upper secondary education at the start of my focal period (the oldest
members of a 25-29 age group in a 2011 census would have been 14 in 1994). Table 5 represents
consequences of the educational choices of those who went through upper secondary education at
the start of the period of change, and also captures something of the preceding trends by comparing
their attainment to that of the generation 20 years older. (See Appendix C1 for corresponding

categories and an alternative table for the 30-34 age group).

While revealing some commonality, we can see differing rates of higher education attainment versus

vocational attainment. Appendix C provides various other comparative baselines for understanding
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differences between them. Appendix D provides further introduction to salient features of each of
these countries.

Table 5. Change in highest qualification level from 45-49 year olds to 25-29 year olds (share amongst
25-29 year olds).

Germany Austria Australia New Zealand

Higher education +0.29 +5.7 +10.1 +7.9

(18.9%) (15.9%) (31.1%) (28.8%)
Post-secondary -2.8 +6.9 -1.0 -1.2
technical (10.8%) (14.1%) (8.9%) (8.1%)
Apprenticeship / -4.7 -8.4 -0.1 4.2
vocational certificate (46.3%) (29.7%) (21.6%) (17.4%)
Compulsory -1.0 -1.8 -20.0 -8.2
education or below (12.8%) (16.3%) (22.8%) (19.4%)

Source: Census data (Germany, Austria, Australia: 2011; New Zealand: 2013)

Bounding the cases in time

A final key decision to make when selecting cases is what time period to look at. I am focused on
the most recent two decades of available data, roughly 1995-2016, but it is important not to be too
rigid in this focus. Without an awareness of the historical context of each case, we are liable to
ascribe to contemporary factors features which may be better explained by path dependency and
other temporal processes unfolding in individual cases (Mahoney and Thelen 2015, 20-27; Pierson
2004). In this period in particular, major recessions at the start of the 1990s had economic impacts
which might make 1995 look quite different from 1990; taking 1995 as a rigid starting point could
therefore lead to a distorted conception of change over time. In general, while the change I have
sought to explain is that which takes place in the 1995-2016 time span, in investigating foundational

explanations of this change, I looked as far back in time as was warranted by available evidence.
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With the view that a key criterion of validity in qualitative or mixed methods research is transparency

on the process, the below describes key aspects of my fieldwork and analysis.

Data collection

Quantitative and document sources

I started by collecting available quantitative data at the country, state, and in some cases school level
for each of the four cases, including program and apprenticeship enrolments and completions,
school enrolments, and employment figures. Appendix E1 includes a full list of quantitative data

sources, as well sources of official documents and reports.

To understand political and institutional changes I analyzed three main forms of data in each case:
interviews with policymakers, school leaders, teachers and researchers (conducted between
September 2016 and January 2019); newspaper archives from the 1990s onwards (primarily collected
Fall 2018); and parliamentary records from the 1960s onwards (primarily collected Spring 2018).

Further detail on use of these sources is below.

Fieldwork

Fieldwork proceeded through a series of visits to each country, including visits to multiple
cities/regions in each country (four in Australia, Germany, New Zealand; two in Austria). I
conducted a total of 102 interviews (listed in appendix E2).

Interviews were not weighted evenly across the cases due to a better network of contacts and less of
a language barrier in Australia and New Zealand; see below for an attempt to remedy this imbalance
through media analysis. I did aim for a balance in types of insight across the cases, however. The
main function of these interviews was as key informants. I located individuals who could enlighten

me about changes in the employment and school conditions in the country. This included key
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researchers but also policymakers, school leaders, and key stakeholder representatives. The list does

not include informal conversations in each country.

In addition, I drew on the Teach First/Teach for All network to speak to teachers in less academic
schools (non-selective schools, lower-SES schools, vocational schools), as I had less of an
impression of their experience through my informal conversations and social networks. TFA now
has programs (of different kinds) in all four of my case countries. While TFA teachers are not
representative of the teaching profession as a whole, and their programs differ somewhat in each
country, their network allowed me to interview similar kinds of teachers across Australia, Germany
and Austria, and people who, with something of an insider-outsider role themselves in their schools,

had interesting insights about the culture of teaching and schooling in their context.

Alterations to the strategy

My initial intention in approaching the cases was to treat Australia and New Zealand as my primary
cases for investigation, and Germany and Austria as cases in which to test the generalizability of
theories. I assumed that developing a complete explanation of vocational change over two decades
in each of the four countries (three of which are federal systems) would be beyond the scope of an
individual project. It became evident in the course of my investigations, however, that the similarities
in experience across all four cases were worth more focus, and I therefore adapted my approach to
spend more time understanding Germany and Austria. I adapted my qualitative data collection to

focus on the urban areas of these countries which have experienced more rapid change.

I had noted at the outset that as English is my first language, it would be complicated to reach the
same level of insight concerning Germany and Austria. Given the above, I employed two tactics to

approximate a similar level of understanding. The first was to make extensive use of newspaper
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comment archives and google translate. While google translate is far from perfect — particularly
when working on newspaper comments written in slang or shorthand — coupled with my prior
German vocabulary and continual diligence with online dictionaries it allowed me to take in much
larger volumes of information in German than I would otherwise have been able to. Newspaper
comment archives provide insight into social perceptions over time. While one cannot interpret any
given comment as representative of public opinion — it is not a typical person who comments on
newspaper articles — select detailed comments often provided insight into a phenomenon of the past
that I could then go and investigate. I focused on two newspapers: Die Zeit (Germany) and Der
Standard (Austria), primarily for the quality of their archives: derStandard.at is a web portal of articles
starting in 1995. Zeit.de, for a fee, provides access to a searchable archive starting in 1946. Die Zeit
also has the advantage that it has an Austrian version, allowing for some comparison of coverage
across the countries. I also chose these papers because, while they are considered “newspapers of
record”, they are acknowledged to be somewhat left-leaning and approximate the norms and beliefs
of my general cultural milieu, including in Australia and New Zealand. Had I focused on more
center-right newspapers, I might have developed an inaccurate sense of cultural differences across

the cases.s

5 It would be easy to illustrate what appear to be cultural differences through quotations, but my impression, developed
over the course of my fieldwork and analysis, is that there is as much difference in cultural beliefs within these countries
as there is between them. The views of someone from rural southern Germany and from Hamburg seem as different —
and as similar — to those of people from rural Queensland and Melbourne. For this reason, while I believe I have a
proclivity to cultural explanations due to my background studying literature (I find compelling, for example, Cathy Jo
Martin’s explanation of different educational beliefs between Denmark and the UK using descriptions in children’s
literature), I try to view such differences as indicators of — i.e. epiphenomenal of — underlying structural differences. As
appears in the cases, I found differences in policy and structure can go a long way to explaining perceived cultural
differences.
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I searched these archives for key terms such as “Awusbildung’ or “Hauptschule’. My collection based on
the search term “Bildungstandards” in the German die Zeit, for example, which is the largest, include
extracts or entire text from 109 articles, from 2018 to 2002 (prior to that, the earliest reference is
from the 1970s). I subsequently added these extracts with my interview texts in Atlas.ti, where I

conducted thematic coding,

Data analysis

My analysis proceeded in two phases: a stage of within-case analysis to establish explanations of
vocational change fitting for each case, and then a stage of cross-case analysis to develop a more

transferable explanation.

These phases operated with different logics. The first is that of process tracing. As I worked through
my data, I hypothesized about what could explain a particular change and what would be observable
if that hypothesis were true, and then sought contradictory evidence for those hypotheses (Bennett
and Checkel 2014; P. A. Hall 2000, 20). In essence, I looked at two kinds of evidence: evidence as to
whether there is a correlational change in enrolments related to the proposed cause, and evidence on
whether proposed mechanisms of change are present. In explaining different longitudinal trends, I
sought to understand not relationships between variables but how variables relate over #ime. While 1
was alert to factors operating as necessary conditions for a change to be possible, the key factors of
interest were the kinds of mechanisms or processes that were causing something to develgp in a
particular way, taking into account the perspective of strategic interaction whereby earlier decisions

change the choice architecture for later decisions.

The second logic is that of comparison. In explaining an individual case, there are many kinds of
factors that could be thought of as explanations. To develop cross-case explanations, however, one

wants to understand to what extent a factor explains variation across cases. Consequently, a
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consistent logic of comparison is deployed; in the second stage of analysis, I formulated hypotheses
in a way that they could explain not only change in one case but the different kinds of change
observed across all four cases. I then carried out the same approach of seeking contradictory
evidence that would rule out that explanation.

The triangulation of qualitative insights with quantitative and media data illustrates the benefits of a
mixed methods approach. In general, many of my informants represented atypical relatively extreme
positive or negative perspectives on the education system: researchers or policymakers were more
informed about trends and policy than the typical citizen or educator, and educators often worked in
schools that were much ‘better’ or ‘worse’ than the average. They were also primarily based in cities.
Quantitative data helped to highlight the role of utban/rural divides, as well as of slower
demographic change. In contrast, interview data also prompted early refinements of my course, by
alerting me to misconceptions created by study of the international trends. For example, I realised
that OECD data was not telling the whole story of Australia, when I mentioned to an Australian
friend that I was looking at changes in vocational education and got the response, “oh it’s out of
control isn’t it!” I had thus far had the impression that vocational enrolment was in decline in

Australia).

Data analysis can be unending. I have tried to settle on the explanation that is most parsimonious

whilst still accurately explaining variation across the cases.

Limitations

Comparative data on secondary vocational education is imperfect; while figures are available for
many countries, the underlying methods of producing these figures may not be comparable. This is
turn stems from the messiness of the concept: secondary vocational education can refer to multiple

types of programs in different contexts, each of which may be open to different influences. I have
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tried to limit these difficulties by focusing on a reduced number of cases on which there are
relatively detailed datasets, to decompose this messy central variable into its constituent parts. In
taking this approach, the methods of this study cannot match a large-n analysis in terms of the
precision or reliability of conclusions. A key danger is that a proposed explanatory framework may
explain these cases at this point in time but no others, or that other, unaddressed variables or
processes would have equal explanatory power in these cases and be preferable for applying to
others. To mitigate against this limitation, the goal is to frame the theory with sufficient parsimony
and set out the empirical detail of the cases sufficiently clearly that testing could be replicated in

other cases.

The second major limitation is in my knowledge of the cases: I did not live long-term in any of the
case countries and so my understanding is reliant on informants and primary and secondary sources.
A key danger here was that I would develop an unbalanced understanding of cases and bias my
conclusions by comparing deep analysis of one context with surface analysis of another. I have
addressed this limitation by selecting cases where I have a relatively comparable level of knowledge:
countries I have visited several times and where I have the benefit of existing contacts. In this way, I

aim for a medium level of depth in all cases.

A note on language and formatting: as is typical, I have placed German-language words in italics
when first used. For words which are used frequently, such as “Hauptschule” or “Gymnasium”
(secondary school types) once they have been introduced I used them without italics to allow for

casier reading.
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Chapter 3. Beyond the binary: the merging of academic and vocational

pathways

Chapter two introduced potential problems with the comparative indicator for upper secondary
vocational education. This chapter uses alternative data sources to provide a fuller picture of changes
in vocational enrolment over time in the four country cases. I use this data to construct within-case
explanations of vocational change in the period 1995-2016, taking into account eatlier trends and
accounting for the influence of employment conditions. These mini-cases provide the basis for later

cross-case explanations.

The key finding of this chapter is that in contrast to what is implied by the division in comparative
statistics, academic and vocational education no longer form distinct pathways in any of these cases. Diverging
statistical trends consequently emerge as much from different approaches to coding hybrid pathways
as they do from actual differences in young people’s educational choices. And yet, these coding
approaches are not arbitrary. There are important substantive differences in the hybrid pathways
that have emerged in terms of their vocational content. The subsequent three chapters explain why

this is the case.
Within-country enrolments in upper secondary education

In chapter two we observed puzzling patterns in upper secondary enrolment rates as recorded by
UOE. The first step towards explaining these patterns is to peel back the coding process through
which UOE creates comparative statistics. This process involves civil servants creating
concordances to map their various educational programs to particular ISCED classifications. These

decisions determine whether a given program is classified as Level 3 (upper secondary) and as
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“general” or “vocational”. For Germany and Austria, ISCED mappings are logged each year by the
European commission. The tables below use the mappings for 2017 (CIRCABC 2018). For
Australia and New Zealand, ISCED mappings are available from UNESCO (UNESCO 2016). Only

a 2013 mapping is available (recording the new classifications after revisions to ISCED).

By consulting these mappings, we can reverse engineer the process and construct more detailed
accounts of the share of enrolment in different level 3 programs as it currently stands. The sections
below present a decomposed picture of ISCED 3 enrolment for each of the country cases in the
most recent year available, before moving to consider how this balance of enrolment has been
reached over time. In each case I establish the key change that has occurred in upper secondary over

the past two decades and how it relates to the overall picture of enrolment.

Germany: vocational change 1995-2016

Table 6 shows enrolment across different ISCED 3 programs in Germany (all programs that include
more than 1.0% of level 3 enrolment). The largest share of level 3 enrolment is in apprenticeships
(the dual system). For comparative purposes, the table also includes the two types of programs

which are aimed at upper secondary age students, but are allocated to ISCED level 2.

As we saw in chapter two, amongst OECD countries, Germany registers one of the most
pronounced falls in the vocational share of upper secondary. If we limit ourselves to the period from
1998 to 2012, before the introduction of the new ISCED coding method, the proportion of students
who were in a vocational as opposed to general pathway at the upper secondary level declined from
65% to 48%. This change comprised an increase of 375,000 students in academic pathways, and a
decline of 400,000 students in vocational pathways. As we see below, in terms of program changes
this shift is larger than that of only the change in Abitur takers, and is comprised of the movement

of students into general school types, including vocational high school and comprehensive schools.
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Table 6. Upper secondary (ISCED 3) enrolment in Germany by program type, 2017

Program/school ISCED code Enrolment Share of
(1997 / 2013) (2014/15) Level 3

Dual System: Berufsschulen and apprenticeship 3V / 354 1,015,825 39.5

Upper secondary schools (general) 3G / 344 994,994 38.7

...In a grammar school, grades 11-13 or 10-12 872,305 33.9

(gymnasiale Oberstufe)

...in a comprehensive school, grades 11-13 105,945 4.1

(Integrierte Gesamtschulen, gymnasiale Oberstufe)

Upper secondary general programmes at 3G / 344 372,189 14.5
vocational schools (Allgemeinbildende Programme im
Sekundarbereich 11 an beruflichen Schulen)

...In a two-year specialised vocational high 123,432 4.8
schools (Fachoberschulen zweijibrig)

...in a vocational gymnasium (Fachgymnasien), with 179,106 7.0
the objective of a University entrance qualification
(Studienberechtigung)

Basic vocational training (Berufsgrundbildende 3V / 351 93,892 3.7
Programme) replaces first year in Dual System

Specialised vocational school (Berufsfachschulen) 3V / 354 35,962 1.4
studying for an occupational qualification

General programmes in full-time vocational 2G / 244 67,900 na
schools to obtain a lower secondary diploma (16-

18 year olds)

Pre-vocational programs (16-18 year olds) 2G /254 118,537 na
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The key indicator of change: academic upper secondary becomes the new normal

The major change in Germany’s upper secondary phase of education is the increased number and
share of young people working towards the general higher education qualification, the Hochschulreifes,
known informally as the Abitur. In the two decades from 1995 to 2015, the number of students who
acquired the Hochschulreife from a general school increased by around .4, from 207,290 to 287,547.
We can also see in this figure the increase in acquisition of the Fachhochschulreife, entry to a “university
of applied science” (a polytechnic). These increases his took place in a period of demographic
decline, during which the number of 18 year olds decreased by 12,000. Overall, by 2017, 53% of 20-
24 year olds in Germany held a “study-qualification™ (Hochschulreife or Fachhochschulreife), up from

36% in 1995 (Destasis: microcensus).

2, «

6 The allgemeiner Hochschulreife translates as “general qualification for university”: “reife” attaches to the type of institution
it grants entry to. “Hochschul”, while it looks like it would just translate as “high school”, refers to universities.

46



Germany: Qualifications from general and vocational schools, 1995-2017
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Figure 5. Germany: qualifications from general and vocational schools, 1995-2017.

Data soutce: Statistik der allgemeinbildenden Schulen: Absolventen/Abginger (graduates/leavers) nach Abschlussarten
(qualification type), available by state and region. Note: A hump is visible where the number receiving the Abitur was
higher, peaking at 310,811 in 2011. These were years of “double” cohorts exiting the Gymnasien in various states,
associated with the reduction in the length of the school type from nine to eight years (the “G8” reform). Different
states underwent this reform at different points, creating larger cohorts of school leavers from 2007 to 2012. By 2015,
most of the impact had faded, and some states had reversed the reform. The 2017 figure is very similar to 2015 (286,790)

These figures only capture students who atfain a study-qualification, however, so do not capture all
those who are on an academic pathway. By 2017, 58% of 17 year-olds were working towards a
higher education qualification, either in a Gymnasium, comprehensive school or vocational high
school.7 The path to higher education represents a new normal as the late adolescent experience. In

contrast, 19% of 17 year olds were in the dual system of apprenticeship.

7 It is now possible to see the location of all of a given age through an integrated dataset of the education and training
systems (Integrierte Ausbildungsberichterstattung, iABE, held by the Statistisches Bundesamt). iIABE separates out people by
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A related change: upgrading of the modal pathway to apprenticeship

The change in school pathways has not replaced apprenticeship but shifted it upward. The share of
new apprentices with a study-qualification has been steadily growing by a percentage point a year
since 2009 (when robust data collection on school degrees began) and the share with the
Haunptschulabschluss has been declining in sync; it now stands at 29.2 : 24.7 (BIBB 2019, 141). This
shift is consequential for German’s share of vocational enrolment as indicated by ISCED 3V.
Students who enter an apprenticeship affer completing the Abitur can be registered in UOE
collection at ISCED Level 4 (454) as “second cycle” apprentices. In the latest detailed entry of UOE
collection (2014/15 school year) there were 274,056 such apprentices, a quarter as many as are

registered at Level 3 but still a substantial number.

The changes to young people’s modal qualification and to the modal pathway into apprenticeship
can be understood as occurring in-step. On the one hand, employment changes lead: decline in the
manufacturing sector in the early 1990s, following reunification and in line with an international
recession, required adaptation of the dual system of apprenticeship towards new occupations
(Thelen 2014). More of these were in the sector where it was already the case, in the 1990s, that
apprentices held the Hochschulreife or Fachhochschulreife.s In addition, the decline in
manufacturing employment contracted the apprenticeship market and created a context where there

were insufficient training places for the number of young people secking apprenticeship. This

“sector”, the dual system being the first. The third sector is those pursuing a tertiary entrance qualification: “Sektor III:
Erwerb HZB (Sekundarstufe II)”; HZB = Hochschulzugangsberechtignng, another term for both types of tertiary entrance
qualifications.

8 Pilz (2009) refers the phenomena of Abitur holders going into the training system is a long-term one, around since at
least the 1990s. As an informal combination, it appears to have been around for longer: according to the last national
census in 2011, between 15% (men) and 20% (women) of all five year age groups between 25 and 49 held a university
entrance qualification and an apprenticeship qualification (implying that people going through secondary school in the
1980s were combining). The share is lower for older age groups. It is also lower in the former west German states (e.g.
10 to 15% in Bavaria); higher school qualifications were always more common in East Germany.
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registered publicly as the emergence (really the growth) of the “transition system” (Ubergangsbereich): a
series of short-term courses (often one year) which ostensibly provide preparation for
apprenticeship, but which teachers report observing young people cycle through without reaching

any further destination [DE2, DE9] (Solga 2002; Solga et al. 2014).

On the other hand, there is evidence that employers were not the drivers of qualification upgrading.
Employers have not demanded higher attainment but have adapted to the qualifications young
people come with [DE3]. The majority (61%) of advertised apprenticeships still make explicit that
they accept holders of the Hauptschulabschiuss, the lowest school degree (BIBB 2018, 21). The
apprenticeship system corrected quite quickly after the financial crisis in 2008; by 2010 already the
number of new contracts in companies was growing, while publicly-funded places were declining
(BIBB 2011). The overall size of the transition system has declined by about a quarter (c. 115,000)
from 2005 when collective data began; as of 2016, 15% of 17 year olds are in the transition system.1o
This is in line with the fact that, looking across state-level data, many states have had stable
manufacturing employment for the last 25 years (Figure 6). While the manufacturing sector in many
states contracted considerably in the years after 1989, with the exception of NRW this decline was
over by the mid 1990s. In a number of states, including Bavaria, Baden-Wiirttemberg and Lower

Saxony, it has been gradually growing again.

9 The Bundesagentur fiir Arbeit (federal agency for work) started in 2017 to collect statistics on what school certificate is
expected by training places. I was interested in whether this fluctuated over time and conducted my own search of the

main online apptenticeship portal (https://www.ausbildung.de/). On 6/12/19, there were 91,431 advertised training
places open to someone with the Abitur, 88,211 for someone with the Fachabitur, 72,787 for someone with the Mittlerer

Reife, and 45,371 for someone with the Hauptschulabchluss (c. 50%). On 1/23/20, these around 5% less overall but 5%
more for those with a Hauptschulabchluss. This might imply that these become scatcer over the course of the year,
contributing to a sense of limited options.

10 1ABRE: Sektor IT: Integration in Ausbildung (Ubergangsbereich) (see endnote 7).
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Germany: Manufacturing employment by state, 1991-2017
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Figure 6. Germany: Manufacturing employment 1991-2017, six largest states and the two city states

If the picture of the apprenticeship market is increasingly one of stability, what explains the rest of

the dramatic change in upper secondary enrolments.

The key change? New academic pathways in the school system

Additional sources of change appear in changes in enrolment across major school types (Figure 7).
We saw from ISCED data that the vocational high schools (coded as general education) are now an
important location at upper secondary. Looking in national data, they appear to have had only a
small rise, but their development is somewhat disguised from trends below due to alternative names.
They are also mostly hidden from ISCED, as some are located at level 4 (Table 7). While these
programs are relatively small numerically, they are mostly state-specific and are increasingly

significant in those states. For example Bavaria’s Fachoberschule play an equivalent role to the
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Fachgymnasium, providing 13% of Abitur attainment by 2010. By 2010, over 30% of young people in
Baden-Wiirttemberg and Hamburg were receiving the Abitur from a vocational gymnasium (Helbig
and Nikolai 2015, 111-16). This development is explored in chapter four.

Table 7. Additional programs enrolling youth at the upper secondary level, but coded as post-
secondary (ISCED 4), Germany ISCED mapping 2017

Program/school ISCED code Enrolment
(1997 / 2013) (2014/15)
Vocational programs offering an occupational and 4V 59,826

study-certificaten

Fachoberschulen, 1 year leading to the 4G 16,198
Fachhochschulreife
Berufsoberschulen/Technische Oberschulen 4G 20,739

11 Defined in the ISCED mapping as: “(Vocational programmes offering both an occupational qualification
[Berufsabschiuss| and a university entrance qualification [Studienberechtigung] (simultaneously or one after the other)”
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In addition to the growth of vocational high schools, Gymnasia grew in the 1990s, while
comprehensive schools expand from 2010s. Complementary declines occurred in the lower
secondary schools which feed the vocational sector: between 1998, the start of national statistics, to
2015, the number of students in Hauptschulen and Realschulen declined by just under a million
(979,437). If half of those students previously would have gone directly into apprenticeships or
vocational school (as opposed to an upper secondary school), this alone explains the change

observed at upper secondary.

Germany: Enrolment across major school types, 1998-2015
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Figure 7. Enrolment in major school types in Germany, 1998-2015.
Data source: Schulen und Schiiler, Statistische Amter des Bundes und der Linder, Deutschland, 2018.

The shift that has taken place means that overall, there has been no decline in young people

choosing apprenticeships, rather they are no longer choosing the schools which traditionally fed it.
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The best indicator of this is the relative stability of overall apprenticeship numbers (at around 0.5
million new starts each year), coupled with their changing age profile. In 1995, almost half (49%) of
new apprentices were #nder 18 year old; by 2016 (the most recent year of statistics) this proportion
had fallen to almost a quarter (27%).12 Likewise, the number starting apprenticeships over the age of
20 has doubled, and the share starting over the age of 24 has risen six percentage points since 2007

(BIBB 2018, 165-67).

Summary: vocational change in Germany — why is Abi+1.ehre a new normal?

This section provides an explanation of what we observe in German’s international comparative
statistics. The shift experienced is not simply one of young people moving from vocational to
academic education, but one of upgrading: more people are getting a tertiary entrance qualification
and then going onto an apprenticeship. They are combining higher levels of academic education to

develop general skills and still maintaining the system to develop occupationally-specific skills.

On the other hand, it has created problems. Local informants see the growth in Abitur-seeking and
decline in younger apprentices as part of a undesirable development in exacerbating inequality of
opportunities [DE11, DE9, DEG6] cf. (M. Jacob and Solga 2015; Protsch and Solga 2016). Young
people who do well in school are now more likely to end up doubly-advantaged, with an entry
qualification for higher education and for the labor market. Meanwhile, those with the lowest school
qualification seem increasingly pushed out. And yet, in the most recent years of monitoring, the

proportion of unsuccessful apprenticeship applicants with a tertiary entrance qualification has been

12 1993 was the first year that age was recorded in VET statistics, based on surveys of apprentices. From 2007, age was
collected for all participants. Statistics across this time span are not directly comparable therefore, but the age increase
has been steady across this period, including from 2007 on (BIBB 2016, 35).
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higher than that with the lowest school degree (BIBB 2019). There appear to be insufficient places for

these increasingly qualified young people.i3

The important question is how this development has happened if it is not in the interests of
employment. If a large part of the increased attainment of the study-qualification comes through
vocational high schools, why are these not providing a perfect segue for young people into
occupational training? And why do so few appear to be taking up the double-qualifying
opportunities at these schools, in ways that would prompt higher rates of vocational enrolment? The
next chapters examine how changes in school policy have enabled and incentivized qualification
upgrading. Chapter four examines the rise of vocational high schools and how they have become an
academic pathway. Chapter five investigates why there has been such change in lower school
enrolment and why it has had some unintended consequences. Chapter six explains key changes in

assessment that made the extent of qualification upgrading possible.

Australia: vocational change 1995-2016

The next largest country, Australia, has around one million people in upper secondary, about half
that of Germany, while its population is less than a third. This is because Australia has large
numbers of adult education courses that are positioned at ISCED Level 3.14 In the 2000 to 2015

period of OECD data which, for Australia, can be disaggregated by age, 15-19 year olds comprise

13 A recent large study in North-Rhine Westphalia finds that apprenticeship applicants with a study qualification do not
want to take up apprenticeship places that are associated with the Hauptschulabchluss (Granato, Milde, and Ulrich 2018).

14 A second, more country-specific source of weakness in the data is a break in the trend in 2006 (according to
UNESCO) or 2009 (according to the OECD) in which an increasing trend turns suddenly into a declining one, and,
amongst the 15-19 age group, one quarter of the volume of vocational students drop out. This was caused by a removal
of the ISCED Level 3V designation by Australian coders from a number of their vocational courses (personal
communication, NCVER). While this change is recorded in an abrupt way (and one which threatens the robustness of
the many existing international comparisons based on this data), it has its basis in a substantive change in the nature of
vocational education in Australia during this period, which had previously resulted in a proliferation of short courses that
were subsequently removed.
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just 50-60% of the overall enrolment levels recorded at the ISCED 3. Vocational enrolment is 46 to
66% for the full age cohort, but amongst 15-19 year olds is 18 to 26%. We must keep this in mind
when translating Australia’s UOE enrolment figures into individual programs (Table 8).

Table 8. Upper secondary (ISCED 3) enrolment in Australia by program type, 2013.

Program/school ISCED code Enrolment Share of
(1997 / 2013) (2012/13) Level 3

Certificate III (Advanced vocational courses for 3V /353 549,245 50.5
recognised trades, technicians and other skilled

professions)

Upper secondary or college (Secondary school, 3G / 344 501,764 46.1

second stage)

Bridging or supplementary courses provided by 3G / 344 37,357 3.4
universities to students, who require specific

prerequisites prior to admission into an award

programme.

Note on the source: For countries outside Europe, ISCED mappings are available from UNESCO
(UNESCO 2016). The latest year for Australia is 2013

To construct a picture of the educational orientation of adolescents, the subsequent sections rely on
state-level data held by the National Centre for Vocational Research (NCVER). NCVER holds

student, program and course-level enrolment information.

One side of change: an unstable rise in vocational conrses

NCVER has reconstructed a time-series of students numbers in vocational education from 1986

onwards (Figure 8). Changes in recording practices mean that 1996 is the first reliably recorded year.
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From this point, there were steadily increasing numbers of 15-19 year olds enrolled in courses
working towards vocational qualifications until the late 2000s15.

AUS, Australia
Youth enrolment in VET courses, 1986-2016
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Figure 8: Overall course enrolments (NCVER) and course enrolment over the annual 15-19
population (ABS).

The fall from 2002 to 2003 represents a break in the time-series associated with the introduction of

registered training organisations with unique reporting codes. As a reference point, the population of

15-19 year olds in Australia to three significant figures of 15-19 year olds was 1.35 million in 1986
and 1.48 million in 2018

Population growth was fairly low and steady at this point so this rise tracks above it; as a share of the

15-19 age group, VET enrolees rise about ten percentage points from 1995 to 2012. The resulting

15 In New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland — the three largest states — the peaks comes late in 2011-12; in Western
Australia, Tasmania, the Northern Territories, and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) it is in 2008-9; South Australia
peaks in the early 2000s but otherwise has a similar pattern to the other states.
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share of 30% is slightly larger than that in OECD figures as it captures all certificate levels, not only
certificate III. The majority of these courses were at level 2 or 3, representing one or two years of
part-time study at TAFE or with a private provider. From 2003 onwards, it is possible to
disaggregate by age and course level, revealing a change in the type of certificates young people were
enrolled in. The share of enrolment by 15-19 year olds at Level 4 and Diploma level declined
steadily, while that in level 2 and 3 qualifications increased. Higher level qualifications pushed up to
the older age group: amongst 20-24 year olds, the share of enrolments in Level 4 courses increased
(although the share taking diplomas declined). Up until 2012, certificate I1Is were by far the most
popular level to study for the younger age group, representing double the enrolment of any other

level.

From 2012 to 2016, VET enrolment as a proportion of the 15-19 population fell back to 22%. From
2012 onwards there was a period of real decline, against a continued rise in the population of 15-19
year olds. 2012 marks the peak in the rate of participation in VET for all age groups, which has been
much commented on in Australia, but is located primarily in declining enrolment amongst the 15-19
and 20-24 age group. The primary explanation for this decline is the introduction in 2009 of a
“demand-driven system” in higher education, which involved new student loan opportunities and
lifting of a previous cap on places. Over the next few years university numbers rapidly increased and

VET numbers declined.

Decline in specificity and duration: apprenticeships, traineeships and subject choice

Australia’s enrolment data as submitted to UOE implies no existence of apprenticeships, but
apprenticeships are each associated with a certificate level and consequently a proportion of
certificate enrolment is made up of apprenticeship. Amongst those aged 19 and under, starts in

apprenticeships increased from 1994. This growth is associated with incentives for “New
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Apprenticeships” developed by the Liberal-led Howard government from 1996-1998, targeted at the
youth age group (Knight 2012; Ray 2001). Apprenticeships amongst this age group then declined
again from 2003 onwards. The subsequent years saw a shift from “trade” to “non-trade”
apprenticeships, the latter also called “traineeships”.1c Where the trades refer to the traditional
apprenticeship industries (construction, automotive, service tradesmen and skilled manufacturing),
non-trade apprenticeships and traineeships cover all other fields. The distinction arose following the
1985 Kirkby report, which had, among other things, highlighted the greater occupational coverage
of apprenticeships in Germany and proposed that Australia needed a larger system of
apprenticeships that would include sectors outside the “trades” (Ray 2001, 23). Part of the appeal of
a separate model was that traineeships could expand without having to expand the subsidies for
employers associated with taking on apprenticeships. As it was, the government had committed to
subsidizing traineeships to the same extent, but as traineeships were introduced to last around a year,
and primarily in sectors without sector-wide wage bargaining, they represented a cheaper option. In
1994, trade apprenticeships dominated non-trades by a ratio of 5:1. From the late 1990s onwards,
numbers in non-trade apprenticeships began to increase rapidly, resulting in ratios of 1:1 in Victoria
and ACT by the late 2000s. Non-trades are particularly common amongst 17 year olds, where they
began to outnumber trade apprenticeships in all states except New South Wales by the late 2000s
(Trade apprenticeships in New South Wales are primarily in the construction sector, and so can be

related to an ongoing housing boom).

16 Traineeships officially are of shorter length (typically one year). While the exact distinction between trade and non-
trade and traineeships and apprenticeships is different, the two are often conflated, and it appears that most non-trade
apprenticeships are in effect traineeships. NCVER data recotds the trade/non-trade distinction from an eatliet time
point.
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The supplanting of trade apprenticeships with non-trade traineeships follows a trend of decline in
youth employment in manufacturing, to be replaced by employment in construction,
accommodation and food services, and health and social care. In addition, there is evidence of
young people informally organizing ways to combine work with study, outside of the structure of an
apprenticeship. The number of part-time employees in the 15-24 age group quadrupled from 1985
to 2016, while the number of full-time employees fell by a third.

As an indication of the declining relationship of VET specific occupational preparation, Table 9
shows the top fields for VET certificates (regardless of location), by the level of enrolment amongst
15-19 year olds. (The completion rate shows the total number of awards over the total number of
enrolments, 2015-18).

Table 9. Top 10 fields by 2015 Certificate III enrolments, 15-19 year olds.

Program field (four digit code) Enrolments Completion rate
Sport and recreation 35403 29%
Human welfare studies and services 25304 28%
Food and hospitality 31548 22%
Building 24622 5%
Office studies 17913 38%
Sales and marketing 12844 30%
Automotive engineering and technology 11345 6%
Personal services 9983 17%
Electrical and electronic engineering 9573 2%
Performing arts 9676 27%

We can compare this with Figure 9, showing employment change over time. While there are
matches on key fields — human welfare with healthcare as the top-growing field, and Building
with Construction, and Food and hospitality with retail trade, more popular than any of these

is “Sport and recreation”. The generic “Office studies” is also popular, and has the highest
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completion rate.
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Figure 9. Australia: Employment by sector, 1986-2018 (ABS)

In considering the content of different fields, the age at which completion is typical indicates the
nature of the course as primarily a school-led as opposed to occupational endeavor. Completions in
Office studies and Sales and Marketing completely drop off after the age of 19, whereas completions

in engineering remain steady or in some fields increase at age 20 and 21.

Changes related to the education system: investment and school-based vocational education

While the shift from apprenticeships to traineeships relates closely to the employment market, both
program types together remain a stable and small part of youth VET enrolment. The overall increase
in vocational enrolment in the 1990s is related to easier access to vocational courses in this period

and a response to the 1990s recession, where youth unemployment continually tracked above adult
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unemployment. To avoid this poor labor market, young people appear to have chosen vocational
education instead of staying on at school: despite a target for school retention set in 1991, the school
participation rate for 17 year-olds peaked in 1992 at 77% and did not go above this level again until
2010 (ABS 2001, 2019). In addition, the steep rise in enrolments from 1998 is associated with the
introduction in that year of the “user-choice system”, which provided government funding for any
training provider which could set up and encourage students to enrol. Overall, the shape of
vocational enrolment into the 2000s suggests it was fuelled by the availability of funding and lack of

desirable alternatives.

In addition, the vocational share is increasingly represented by VETIS.

The key change: VET in Schools

The rise observed in vocational course-taking is not the limit of change, however. Part of the
increase in VET course taking arises from a program called “Vocational Education and Training in
Schools” (VETIS), whereby students can work towards one or more vocational certificates as part of
their senior secondary certificate (SSC; similar to a state-based high school diploma in the U.S,, an
Australian SSC includes a mixture of requirements and options). As described in the 2006 New
South Wales Annual report, which included a commitment to enable more VETIS, Vocational
subjects within the SSC and vocational qualifications at TAFE exist on the same qualification
framework, and so in theory a student can transfer course units acquired in school towards a full

vocational qualification.

61



Numbers enrolling in VETIS increased throughout the past decade (Figure 10). This was an active
goal of states administrators.i7 Across the states, 30-50% of each school cohort take one vocational
subject, with enrolment levels highest at government schools and in the state of Queenslandis
(Misko, Korbel, and Blomberg 2017). The majority of courses are at the Level II level but there has
been a gradual upgrading across all states in the form of an increase of students in Level 11T courses
and decrease in Level I courses. By 2017, 47% of the senior secondary school cohort was enrolled in

a VETIS course (see Appendix F6).

17 For example, from the New South Wales Department of Education Annual Report (which also gives an impression of
how the potential of this hybrid was claimed at the time: “Improving the proportion of students who study VET
subjects as patt of their HSC in Years 11 and/or 12 is a priotity for the Department. To suppott the increase in
participation of students a wide range of industry specific VET in Schools courses is available within the NSW Higher
School Certificate (HSC). Achievement in these courses contributes both to the HSC and to nationally recognized VET
qualifications. Some VET courses can also contribute to university entrance. Courses are delivered by schools and by
TAFE NSW (on a fee for service basis), and most include a mandatory work placement component. Some students
choose to combine a school based traineeship, including part-time paid employment, with a VET in Schools course.
VET in Schools courses provide students with real work skills and assist them in the transition to post-school training
and work. By broadening subject choices in Years 11 and 12 these courses also encourage many students to complete

their HSC.” (p. 52)

18 Queensland schools also offer the greatest relative proportion of Level IV and Diploma courses within VETIS, but is
criticized anecdotally for offering courses which cannot be delivered within a school certificate structure [AU11; AU22].
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Figure 10. VET]S enrolments (all courses) and course completions (by certificate level), 2006-2016
(NCVER)

Figure 11 shows enrolments in full VET courses (typically at TAFE) and that in VETIS by field. In
this clustered chart, we can see that Food and hospitality and Sports and Recreation are now more

popular as VETIS options. Even Building (construction) is becoming increasingly popular as a

school-based option.
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Figure 11. VET and VETIS students across popular fields, 2006-2017.
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The rise in VET]S is related to an additional portion of the age cohort remaining in schools. During
the second half of the 2000s, states gradually raised the school leaving age to 17 years, an effort
coupled with a drive for school retention by the Labor government from 2009. Policy changes
occurred in Queensland: 2006; South Australia: 2007; Western Australia and Tasmania: 2008, New
South Wales and Victoria: 2010. While there was no immediate impact (Audit Office of New South
Wales 2012; Victoria n.d.), from 2011 to 2016, year 12 retention slowly increased from 77 to 84%

(ABS 2019).

Increased retention in schools also explains a growing part of apprenticeship enrolment. The 1998
New Apprenticeship reform also expanded support for the establishment of “school-based

apprenticeships”, as well as shorter school-based traineeships, allowing students to begin a contract
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with an employer whilst still enrolled at school and working towards a senior certificate. Amongst 17
year olds (the oldest age group predominantly in school), school-based traineeships outstripped non-
school-based in Queensland and South Australia starting in 2010, and in Victoria in 2014. This
combination of school and apprenticeship training has implications for what kind of apprenticeship
training young people pursue. Schools report difficulty working with the construction industry
because of the levels of sub-contracting. In contrast, traineeships related to accommodation and

food services were easier to arrange [AU30, AU35, AU43].

What of this is “vocational’?

The shift from apprenticeships to traineeships, and more recently to school-based traineeships, is a
key change in the constitution of upper secondary vocational education in Australia in this period. It
represents a gradual decline in the component of vocational training taking place in a work
environment and an increase in a classroom environment, as well as increased combination of the

pursuit of vocational and academic qualifications simultaneously.

Summary: vocational change in Australia

As in Germany, the trend in Australia is one of increased combination of academic and vocational
programs. But in contrast to Germany, this combination is taking place within schools as opposed
to sequentially. From 2006 to 2016, there was a four-fold increase in students taking a certificate 111
as part of a VET in Schools (VETIS) course. Yet the number of students completing this certificate
— the required level for entry to an occupation — still represents a small portion of the age cohort.
In 2017, the proportion of those aged 19 and under who completed a certificate III qualification was

3% (just over half of these did so through VET]S).
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VETIS, and the smaller-scale combination of apprenticeships and school, are invisible from the
perspective of international comparative statistics. Students working towards a senior secondary
certificate are all coded as enrolled in a general program which provides entrance to higher
education, Level 3G, regardless of whether they are also working towards a vocational certificate.
This is an understandable decision given that many such students will never receive a full vocational
qualification, and their vocational learning represents a small part of their weekly timetable. To code
in this way, however, risks a vast discrepancy between the international picture of vocational

provision and the internal impression of government, schools, parents and students.

Within Australia, dissatisfaction with the school-based system is growing and formed part of a
recent federal inquiry into the school-to-work transition (Australian Parliament 2018). The next
three chapters explain how the dominance of VETIS enrolment came about in terms of the design
of hybrid pathways, changes in the distribution of students across school, and incentives creates by
the assessment system. Despite the different structural features of the system from Germany, similar
factors ultimately explain why 15-19 year olds are engaging with only a very limited form of

vocational provision — but are doing so in a mass way.

Austria: vocational change 1995-2016

Austria, with a population about a quarter the size of Australia, has around a third the amount of
Level 3 enrolment. This is not because of over-age enrolment, however, but because almost all of
the 15-19 age cohort are in this level. Table 10 shows enrolment across different level 3 programs in
Austria, as recorded in UOE. In addition to those shown, 1.4% of level 3 enrolment is in the upper
level academic schools (A/gemeinbildende hibere Schule, AHS) for adults, and 2.3% is in a variety of

short courses or schools for medical and nursing assistants.
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Table 10. Upper secondary (ISCED 3) enrolment in Austria by program type, 2017

Program/school ISCED code Enrolment Share of
(1997 / 2013) (2015/16) Level 3
Dual System (Duale Ausbildung) 3V /354 111,046 31.7
Upper secondary academic schools (AHS), upper 3G / 344 85,779 24.5
level (Oberstufe)
Higher vocational college (BHS), grades 1-3 3V /354 80,891 23.1
Intermediate vocational school (BMYS) 3V / 354 26,927 7.7
Vocational school for agriculture and forestry 3V /354 11,891 3.4
Polytechnic school (Polytechnische Schule) 3V /341 16,062 4.6

Austria has no level 2 programs which are aimed at the 15-19 age group. As in the case of Germany,
the largest share of enrolment is in apprenticeships, but as detailed below, in contrast to Germany,
most of these apprentices are of upper secondary age. From this table we also see the significance in
Austria’s upper secondary education of the higher vocational education schools, the Berufsbildende
hoberen Schulen (BHS). Representing almost a quarter of all upper secondary enrolment, they nearly

equal the various kinds of Gymnasium, known formally as A/gemein bildende hoberen Schulen (AHS).

Thus far, as we would expect based on studies of the contrasts between Germany and Austria, part
of the explanation for Austria’s higher vocational enrolment rates is the larger share of enrolment in
vocational schools (M. R. Busemeyer 2009; Graf, Lassnigg, and Powell 2012). What we cannot tell
from this table is the relative shares of the BHS, AHS, middle vocational schools and

apprenticeships over time. For this, we have to turn to national data.

The key change: The rise of the BHS

The Austrian statistical office provides school enrolment data for each of the nine Austrian states
from 1990 onwards. Looking further back, the census provides a picture of the distribution across

school types every ten years from 1971 (though it combines higher and middle vocational schools so
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that the growth of the BHS is somewhat masked). From this, we can see continual growth in the
BHS over time (Figure 12. Over the course of the 1990s there was a 26 per cent increase in
attendance at the BHS (104,000 to 130,000 studentsi9). BHS continued to grow gradually over the

next fifteen years to 143,000 in 2016, but this growth was mostly keeping pace with the youth

population.
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Figure 12. Austria: Enrolment in the AHS and BHS, 1924-2018.

The different year group composition of AHS and BHS need to be taken into account in these
comparisons: the upper level of the AHS is four years, compared to five years in the BHS. The
additional year of the BHS makes it expected that the BHS will have higher rates (contrast Graf,
2013; Lassnigg, 1998). In more recent time periods it is possible to isolate and compare individual
year groups.

19 There ate slightly different sets of figures in the state-level data but the same trend. This seems to be because
aggregate figures include a slightly different set of specific school types as “BHS”.
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The first way to understand the growth of the BHS is that they provide a direct alternative to the
AHS when young people are making their decision at fourteen as to where to pursue upper
secondary education. Both BHS and the separate upper-level AHS schools provide preparation for
Austria’s higher education entrance qualification, the Matura. Time to this qualification in the BHS is
five years, as opposed to four in the AHS. But students at the BHS also work towards a sector-
specific vocational qualification in a wide variety of occupations, including in the manufacturing

sectors (such as electrical engineering) and non-manufacturing sectors (such as tourism).

Unlike apprenticeships, the appeal of the BHS is not reliant on any given occupational sector. The
BHS do, however, appear to be more successful in more industrial regions. Figure 13 shows
enrolment in BHS and AHS in Upper Austria, the country's main industrial region, with a
population of 1.5 million. Here, BHS enrolment has continued to expand through a decline in
manufacturing employment, albeit more gradually in the 2000s. Figure 14 shows Lower Austria, the
state surrounding (but not including) Vienna. It has a similar population of 1.6 million. Here, where
manufacturing employment started lower, BHS enrolment levelled off in the 2000s and AHS
enrolment increased. Nevertheless, in both states, BHS enrolment sustained. (Note: Lines are
smoothed to emphasize general trends over year on year change; Austria relies on imputed school

enrolment data for the years 2002-2005).

We can compare the common stability of the BHS to that of the part-time vocational schools
(Berufschule). Enrolment in the part-time vocational schools is a direct indication of participation in
apprenticeships. As we see in Figure 14, in Lower Austria, participation in apprenticeships declines

directly in line with decline in manufacturing.
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