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1. Introduction 

The reform of vocational upper secondary education will update the entire vocational 

education and training (VET) by the year 2018. The purpose of the reform is to make 

vocational education more competence based and customer oriented in order to meet the 

changing needs of work-life now and in the future. This is done by for example reforming the 

qualifications, giving each student an individual study plan and adding more learning in 

workplaces. The financing system of vocational education will also be reformed to grant more 

funding based on performance and effectiveness. The reform is one of the key projects of 

Prime Minister Sipilä’s government. 

The new financing model may support the goal of meeting the needs of work-life better by 

encouraging the schools to work more closely with employers and to focus their resources to 

fields with better employment which may also be reflected in increased youth employment. 

The individual study paths may also help meet the needs of students better and allow for 

faster graduation. 

There may also be some downsides to be considered in parts of the reform. We argue that the 

new financing model could create unwanted incentives for the schools, resulting in the 

decrease of criteria for completing qualifications and the tightening of criteria for new 

students. This would decrease the quality of vocational qualifications, impair the position of 

youths at risk of social exclusion and harm the objective of educating the entire age cohort. 

We also argue that increasing learning in workplaces could harm the graduates’ chances of 

employment later in the life-cycle and chances of enrolling in higher education, which has 

already become more difficult for vocational upper secondary school graduates relative to 

general upper secondary education graduates. 



2. Vocational upper secondary 
education in Finland 

This section gives a brief overview of vocational upper secondary education in Finland. The 

statistics presented here show that the popularity as opposed to general upper secondary 

education of vocational upper secondary education has grown in the 2000’s. The role of 

vocational schools as providers of adult education has also become more significant, with the 

number of students outside the age cohort 15-19 having grown. 

Figure 1 shows the share of students who apply to general and vocational upper secondary 

school as their first choice the same year as graduating from comprehensive school. Figure 2 

shows the share of students who enroll in general and vocational upper secondary school the 

same year as graduating from comprehensive school. Due to unavailability of data, figure 1 

only covers the years 2008-2015 whereas figure 2 covers the years 2000-2015. 

As seen from figure 1, the shares of students applying to vocational and general upper 

secondary education as their first preference have remained somewhat steady from 2008 to 

2015. General upper secondary education has been the more popular of the options with an 

average of 53 per cent of students applying there as their first preference between 2008 and 

2015. The average share of students applying to vocational upper secondary education was 

on average about 46 per cent between 2008 and 2015. 

Figure 1: The share of comprehensive school graduates applying to vocational upper 

secondary and general upper secondary school as their first preference in the graduation 

year. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland. 
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Figure 2: The share of comprehensive school graduates enrolling in vocational upper 

secondary and general upper secondary school in the graduation year. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland. 

The data on enrollment, which are available from a longer time period from Statistics Finland, 

show a rise in the share of students enrolling in vocational upper secondary school after 

comprehensive school from the early 2000’s to 2015. The share of students enrolling in 

vocational upper secondary school rose from 36 per cent in the year 2000 to about 42 per 

cent in the year 2008, after which it has remained stable. The share of students enrolling in 

general upper secondary school after graduating from comprehensive school slightly 

increased from 2000 to 2003. The share of students enrolling in general upper secondary 

school decreased from 55 per cent in 2003 to slightly below 50 per cent in 2011 after which it 

has again increased. 

Figure 3 shows the importance of vocational education as a provider of adult education. The 

growth in the number of students from 2004 to 2015 has mainly come from students older 

than 15 to 19. The total number of students in vocational upper secondary education has 

grown from 200 000 in 2004 to 250 000 in 2015. The number of students from the age cohort 

15-19 has only grown by some 13 000 in the same period. 

The statistics presented in this section add to the significance of the reform of vocational 

upper secondary education. With a larger share of comprehensive school graduates having 

chosen vocational instead of general upper secondary education it important that the quality 

of education in vocational schools does not suffer compared to general education. Also, with 

the growing number of adult students in vocational upper secondary education, the reforms 

impact on labour markets could be significant. 
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Figure 3: Number of students in vocational upper secondary education 

 

Source: Vipunen. 

3. Reform of vocational upper 
secondary education 

The reform of vocational upper secondary education updates the entire vocational education 

and training (VET) by the year 2018. The objective of the reform is to make VET more 

responsive to the changes in work life now and in the future and to adopt a more customer 

oriented and competence based approach (Government proposal 39/2017). Since the reform 

makes multiple changes to the current VET, in this report we cover only the aspects of the 

reform we feel are the most central. In the next sections we discuss the new financing model 

introduced by the reform, the increase in the amount of workplace learning, the qualification 

system reform as well as the impact of the reform on the students’ pursuit of higher 

education. 

3.1. Financing model and budget cuts 

Currently, the funding to vocational upper secondary education organisers is distributed 

based the number of students and the unit prices determined by the government. The unit 

prices vary across different fields and organisers in VET but the average unit price in 2016 

was 10 465.32 euros. Figure 4 shows the average unit price over the years in 2016 prices. For 
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much of the 2000’s the unit prices have increased, but since 2012 they have decreased to the 

point that the average unit price in 2016 is nearly equal to the average unit price in 2002. 

From 2017 on, the funding of vocational upper secondary education will be decreased by 190 

million euros (Government proposal 177/2016). The budget cut will be implemented by 

decreasing the number of students as the basis of funding by 12.44 per cent. According a 

survey in the government proposal (177/2016), the organisers of vocational education don’t 

plan on limiting the number of students or the availability of education significantly. Figure 5 

shows that the size of the age cohort 15-19 is expected to start growing from 2017 forward. 

Unless the demand for vocational education from over 19 year-olds falls, it is likely that 

demand for vocational education will grow. If the number of students is not limited, the 

budget cuts could have a negative impact on the quality of education in vocational schools 

with fewer resources available per student. This could be especially worrisome for the 

students’ eligibility for higher education which, as we will discuss in the next section, has 

already weakened since the early 2000’s. 

Figure 4: Average unit price of vocational upper secondary education, 2016 prices (Price 

index of basic municipal services) 
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Figure 5: Size of age cohort 15-19 with forecast. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland. 

The reform of vocational upper secondary education introduces a new financing model. In the 

new model, the funding will consist of core funding, performance funding and effectiveness 

funding with shares of 50, 35 and 15 per cent from total funding, respectively. Core funding is 

based on the number of students and unit prices. Performance funding will be based on the 

completed qualifications and modules. Finally, the effectiveness funding granted based on the 

graduates’ employment and enrollment in higher education as well as on feedback from 

students.  

The core funding is meant to ensure that education in all fields and for all students would be 

available and the performance funding is meant to incentivise the organisers to increase their 

performance and to take into account each individual student’s needs by offering individual 

study paths. The government also hopes that the performance funding will shorten 

graduation times and reduce drop-out rates. The effectiveness funding will incentivise the 

organisers to shift their focus into fields which have higher employment and to encourage the 

students to apply into higher education. The incentives created by the model may, however, 

be dampened by the fact, that the funding is not granted directly to the individual school 

which produces the good result but instead to the organiser of the education (e.g. municipality 

or joint municipal authority). 

There is also some risk that the new financing model will create wrong types of incentives for 

the organisers. Since the organisers are given more funding for each qualification and module 

completed, this could cause them to grant qualification and modules with lower criteria. The 

organisers could also devote more of their resources on completing qualifications and 

modules, for example at the cost of employment services, since a larger share of total funding 
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is based performance than effectiveness. According to a survey referred to in the government 

proposal (39/2017), some organisers did in fact see this as a possible outcome. 

Another concern related to the new financing model is the possible tightening of student 

selection criteria. The model does not encourage the schools to take in less gifted student’s, 

since they are less likely to complete their modules and qualifications. According to the survey 

referred to in the government proposal (39/2017), 82 per cent of the organisers said agreed 

that this is a possibility, and a little less than half of the organisers were going to tighten their 

student selection criteria. This could have a negative impact on the young people at the risk of 

social exclusion and could harm the objective of education the entire age cohort. 

3.2. Learning in the workplace 

One of the biggest changes made by the reform to VET is the increased learning in the 

workplace. In practice, this is done by introducing a new “training contract” –model to replace 

the old model of non-employment based workplace learning and by encouraging the use of 

apprenticeship contracts. Unlike in an apprenticeship, in a training contract the students are 

not employees and thus receive no compensation unless the employer wishes to compensate 

the student. The employers will receive no compensation either, unless if a large part of the 

guidance in the workplace falls upon the employer. Both a training contract and an 

apprenticeship contract can be made per a single module of the qualification but only the 

apprenticeship contract can be used to complete an entire qualification. In the new model 

students may flexibly change from a training contract to an apprenticeship. 

It is assumed in the government proposal that the amount of work based learning would 

double after the reform. The proposal doesn’t contain any rationale as to why businesses 

would have incentives to support such an increase. The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre 

(2010) noted that for some qualifications there are difficulties in providing work based 

learning and that in the capital region, the amount of workplace learning has begun to burden 

the businesses. They also found that on average 67 per cent of workplaces didn’t have a 

qualified counselor for the students. 

If learning in the workplace does indeed increase, there is a possible downside to be 

considered. Recent studies (Hanushek, Schwerdt, Wössmann & Zhang, 2017; Hampf & 

Wössmann, 2016) have found that while vocational education does result in increased 

employment in the young age compared to general education, this pattern is reversed later on 

in the life-cycle. So, while it seems that vocational education can ease the transition from 

school to work-life better than general education, it can also harm the adaptability to 

structural and technological changes in the economy. 



Furthermore, the studies also found that this effect on employment over the life-cycle 

becomes even more pronounced in countries with more apprenticeship-based vocational 

education (e.g. Germany). The employment of young people with vocational education is 

higher in the apprenticeship countries than in countries with school-based vocational 

education (e.g. Finland). On the other hand, in the apprenticeship countries the employment 

of vocational graduates later in the life-cycle is lower than in the countries with school-based 

vocational education. This trade-off should be considered when increasing the amount of 

learning in the workplace in the Finnish upper secondary education. 

A similar pattern to that found in the studies of Hanushek et al. (2017) and Hampf & 

Wössmann (2016) seems to exist in Finland as well. Figure 6 shows the employment rates of 

different age groups in 2014 by whether the person has a degree from a vocational or a 

general upper secondary education. Those who have a degree from both are included in 

general education. From figure 6, it can be seen that for the age groups 15-19 and 20-24 

vocational education has a higher employment rate than general education. For the age group 

20-24 the difference in employment rates is about 10 percentage points in favour of 

vocational education. This difference is explained by the fact that a large number of people 

with general education in these age groups are students. Already from the age group 25-29 

onwards, the employment rates for general education are higher than vocational education’s 

and the difference continues to grow with age until. At the ages 60 to 64 the difference is 

about 15 percentage points. 



Figure 6: Employment rates in 2014 for general and vocational upper secondary 

education by age. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland administrative register data. 

According to the government proposal, the motivation behind the reform is to make VET 

more responsive to the changes in work life. Based on the studies of Hanushek et al. (2017) 

and Hampf & Wössmann (2016), increasing learning in the workplace may not be the optimal 

way to achieve this goal, especially if the increased learning in the workplace reduces the 

amount of general education in vocational schools. If the differences in employment between 

general and vocational education over the life-cycle are caused by the depreciation of skills 

with age as the studies suggest, it important that vocational education provides the necessary 

basic skills to adapt to structural and technological changes in the economy.  

3.3. Qualification system reform and individual study paths 

The reform of vocational upper secondary education will reduce the number of qualifications 

in VET and make them broader and more competence-based, in order to better meet the 

needs of work-life. The needs and prior skills of the student will also be taken into account by 

giving each student an individual study path. By recognising prior skills, the students can 

focus on the skills they are missing from the qualification and the graduation times can be 

shortened. 



In this sense, the current reform of vocational upper secondary education is very similar to 

that implemented between 1999 and 2001. That reform also updated the qualifications to 

better meet the needs of work-life, added individual study paths and made it possible to 

recognise prior skills. The reform also made all vocational qualifications eligible for higher 

education.  

Unfortunately, there have been no studies done on the reform which assess, for example, the 

impact it had on employment, enrollment in higher education or drop-out rates. However, a 

report by the Finnish National Agency for Education (2004) found that the schools had 

difficulty implementing the new curricula and offering the individual study paths in practice. 

The options for studies were often just courses within the student’s own school or a local 

general upper secondary school. Also, often the only prior studies that shortened the 

graduation time were a matriculation examination. 

A report by the Finnish National Agency for Education (2017) found that individual study 

paths were effective in reducing drop-out rates and in increasing the completion of courses. 

Thus, the inclusion of individual study paths into the reform of vocational upper secondary 

education may be beneficial. However, it is important to keep in mind that the previous 

reform also had similar goals but it is unclear what the effect of the reform was. In the report 

by the Finnish National Agency for Education (2004), it was stated the schools had trouble 

implementing the individual study paths and new curricula in practice. With similar changes 

being made to the VET this time as well, it is worth deliberating how the schools will manage 

this time, especially with the recent budget cuts. 

3.4. Eligibility for higher education 

The purpose of this section is to evaluate the impact of the reform of vocational upper 

secondary education on the eligibility and enrollment of students into higher education. To 

this end, we will discuss why the reform may harm students’ chances of enrolling in higher 

education and describe vocational upper secondary education as a pathway into higher 

education using administrative register data from Statistics Finland. 

Since the reform of vocational upper secondary education implemented between 1999 and 

2001 it has been possible to apply to higher education with all vocational upper secondary 

qualifications. Before the reform, the students had a choice between a two-year and a three-

year education, with only the three-year education giving eligibility to higher education. There 

are aspects of the current reform which may harm the students’ actual chances of enrolling in 

higher education after their graduation from vocational upper secondary school. Our concern 

is that the increased workplace learning and the decreases in funding decided in 2016 may 

reduce the amount and quality of contact teaching and general education in vocational upper 

secondary schools which in turn would impact the students’ readiness for higher education 



negatively. Even if these concerns are unwarranted, other than possibly the effectiveness 

funding, there don’t seem to be any aspects of the reform which would improve the students’ 

readiness for higher education studies which can be shown to have weakened in the 21st 

century, if a percentage of applicants accepted is used as a measure of readiness for higher 

education. 

In this report we focus our attention mainly on polytechnic university studies when 

discussing higher education. The reason for this is that the share of university students or 

applicants with only a VET qualification is very small when compared to polytechnic 

university. For example in 2013 only about 3000 of the 80 000 university applicants (or 

roughly 4 per cent) had just a VET qualification and out of the 12 000 accepted applicants only 

about 140 (1.2 per cent) had just a VET qualification. In comparison, from the 135 000 

polytechnic university applicants in 2013 there were about 35 000 applicants (26 per cent) 

with just a VET qualification. Out of the 39 000 accepted 7700 (20 per cent) had just a VET 

qualification. Even though it should formally be possible to go on to study at a university with 

any vocational upper secondary school qualification, in practice this happens very rarely. In 

this regard the readiness for higher education given by VET qualifications should be called 

into question. 

Figures 7 and 8 show the number of applicants and new students in polytechnic universities 

as well as the shares of the applicants and new students with general or vocational education. 

From here on we define persons with a matriculation examination as students with general 

education and persons with an upper secondary school qualification, a further vocational 

qualification or a specialist vocational qualification as persons with vocational education. If a 

person has both general and vocational education they are defined as having general 

education and if a person has completed a higher degree at the time of application, they are 

ruled out of both groups. 

The left side of figure 7 shows that the number of applicants to polytechnic universities has 

risen from around 90 000 in 2000 to around 135 000 in 2013. It is worth noting that the 

number of applicants rose sharply from 2008 to 2009 likely due to the Great Recession. This 

increase seems to have largely come from applicants who had higher than upper secondary 

degrees. The left side of the figure 7 also shows that the number of applicants with vocational 

education has risen from 2000 to 2013. Meanwhile, the number of applicants with general 

education has remained somewhat stable. This is also reflected on the right side of the figure 

7 with the share of applicants with vocational education increasing and the share of 

applicants with general education decreasing. 



Figure 7: Number and share of applicants to polytechnic university with general or 

vocational upper secondary education by year. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland adminstrative register data. 

 

Figure 8: Number and share of new polytechnic university students with general or 

vocational upper secondary education by year. 

 

Source: Statistics Finland adminstrative register data. 

Figure 8 shows the number and share of new polytechnic university students with vocational 

education. The number and share of new students with vocational education have been 

considerably lower than with general education. However, since 2005 the number and share 



of new students with general education have shown a slight downward trend whereas the 

opposite is true for vocational education. 

Comparison of the shares of applicants from figure 7 and the shares of new students from 

figure 8 shows an interesting trend. Between 2000 and 2004 the share of applicants with 

vocational education has been lower than the share of new students with vocational 

education with the former at 20 per cent and the latter below it. From there on the opposite 

seems to be the case with the share of applicants with vocational education greater than the 

share of new students with vocational education. The opposite seems true for those with 

general education. In the early 2000’s their share of applicants was greater than the share of 

new students whereas in the later years of the data this pattern is reversed. These results 

would suggest that in the early 2000’s, it was relatively easier for applicants with vocational 

education to get accepted into polytechnic universities than for applicants with general 

education. The opposite has been the case in recent years. 

Figure 9 shows the percentage of polytechnic university applicants accepted from 2000 to 

2013. 2002 however is excluded due to missing data on whether or not the applicant was 

accepted. In figure 9, an applicant is considered accepted if they were accepted into any of the 

polytechnic university programs that they applied for that year. Figure 9 confirms the fact 

that the chances of an applicant with vocational education getting accepted into a polytechnic 

university have indeed weakened relative to an applicant with general education. In the early 

2000’s, the acceptance rates of applicants with vocational education were about 5 percentage 

points higher on average than the acceptance rates of applicants with general education. 

However, from 2004 on this pattern has reversed and applicants with general education have 

had higher chances of getting accepted with the difference in the acceptance rates being in 

some years as high as 10 percentage points. Even though the acceptance rates for both 

vocational and general education have gone down since 2008 because of an increased number 

of applicants (see figure 7), the difference between general and vocational education has 

endured. 



Figure 9: Percentage of polytechnic university applicants accepted by year. 

 

 Source: Statistics Finland administrative register data. (Note: 2002 is excluded 

because of missing data) 

One explanation for the falling acceptance rates of applicants with vocational education 

compared to applicants with general education might be that there have been changes in the 

selectivity into upper secondary and vocational upper secondary education. For example, if 

the number of more gifted students enrolling in upper secondary instead of vocational upper 

secondary has grown since the early 2000’s, this could cause the acceptance rate for 

vocational education relative to general education to fall since the more gifted students would 

do better in the entrance examinations, regardless of their secondary education. 

To account for the possible selection bias, in figure 10 the polytechnic university acceptance 

rates of applicants with vocational and general education are further divided into groups 

based on the applicants average grade of theoretical subjects in the 9th grade of 

comprehensive school. Figure 10 is divided into two parts with the first one for the years 

2000-2003 and the second for the years 2010-2013. However, the year 2002 is again 

excluded from the first part of figure 10 due to missing data. Figure 10 shows that with the 

exception of a grade below 6, in the years 2000 to 2003 the acceptance rates of applicants 

with vocational education were on average over ten percentage points higher than those of 

applicants with general education. The acceptance rates for both general and vocational 

education are increasing with the average grade of theoretical subjects in the 9th grade. 

The right side of figure 10 shows that the percentages of accepted applicants are significantly 

lower for both vocational and general education in the years 2010-2013 than in the years 

2000-2003. This is due to an increased number of applicants as seen in figure 7. However, as 

is to be expected based on figure 9, the decrease in the acceptance rates has been greater for 



vocational education than for general education. In 2000-2003 the acceptance rates for 

applicants with vocational education were over ten percentage points higher than those of 

applicants with general education. This difference in 2010-2013 had reduced to just a few 

percentage points for all but the very lowest grades. In fact, for an average grade below 6, 

general education has a slightly higher percentage of applicants accepted than vocational 

education. 

Figure 10: Share of polytechnic university applicants accepted by education and average 

grade of theoretical subjects in the 9th grade of comprehensive school 

 

Source: Statistics Finland administrative register data. (Note: 2002 is excluded due to 

missing data.) 

A comparison of figures 9 and 10 would at first suggest opposing results. Whereas figure 10 

shows that in the time period 2010-2013 the acceptance rates for all but the very lowest 

grades are greater for vocational than general education, in figure 9 the acceptance rate 

overall is higher for general education. This is simply explained by the fact that the grades for 

applicants with general education are on average slightly above 8, whereas for applicants 

with vocational education they are slightly above 7. This means that in figure 10 most of the 

applicants with vocational education fall into to the groups with grades from 6 to 8 while most 

of the applicants with general education fall into the groups with grades from 8 to 10. This 

explains the contradiction at first glance between the figures 9 and 10. 

The problem with figure 10 is that it may give a biased image of the percentages of applicants 

accepted, since it is possible that some of the applicants have simultaneously applied to 

universities as well. If the polytechnic university is not the applicant’s first choice, they may 

not put as great an effort into the entrance examination as they would for their first choice. 

This is likely to cause bias only to the acceptance rates of applicants with general education, 



since, as mentioned in the beginning of this section, the number of university applicants with 

only vocational education is very small. From the application data it is only possible to 

observe the applicant’s preferences for polytechnic universities, but it is not possible to tell 

whether or not a university was preferred over these. However, it is still possible to observe 

whether or not the applicant applied to a university. 

Figure 11: Share of applicants who applied to both polytechnic university and university 

accepted by education and average grade of theoretical subjects in the 9th grade of 

comprehensive school 

 

Source: Statistics Finland administrative register data. (Note: 2002 is excluded due to 

missing data.) 

Figure 11 combines application data for both universities and polytechnic universities and 

reports the application rates for applicants who applied to both within the same school year. 

Applicants who applied only to a university are then excluded from the sample. A comparison 

of figures 10 and 11 suggests that the acceptance rates for applicants with general education 

in figure 10 were biased downwards. For both time periods the acceptance rates in figure 10 

are lower for general education than in figure 11. As was to be expected, the acceptance rates 

for vocational education are unaffected. In figure 11, a familiar pattern still emerges. From the 

time period 2000-2003 to the time period 2010-2013, the acceptance rates of vocational 

education have decreased relatively more than the acceptance rates of general education. For 

all but the highest grades the difference between vocational and general education graduates 

has either disappeared almost completely, or reversed to favour general education. 

Since figures 10 and 11 suggest that the acceptance rates are increasing in the average grade 

of the theoretical subjects in the 9th grade, could the decrease in the acceptance rates of 

vocational education be explained by lower grades of applicants? The average grade of 



graduates over time (figure 12) would suggest that this is not the case. In fact, for vocational 

education graduates there is a slight upward trend in the grades whereas the grades of 

general education graduates have been somewhat stable. There is also no significant change 

in the grades of applicants over the time period for either general or vocational education to 

be observed from the data. 

Figure 12: Average grade of theoretical subjects in the 9th grade of comprehensive 

school of general and vocational upper secondary education graduates 

 

. Source: Statistics Finland administrative register data. 

Another explanation for the falling acceptance rates could be that following the Great 

Recession people who have graduated a long time ago have decided to re-educate themselves 

and their share of the applicants has increased. If the applicants who have graduated a long 

time ago would have more difficulty passing the entrance examination, this could cause the 

acceptance rates to fall. In this case, the acceptance rate would be an invalid measure of 

readiness for higher education. To get rid of this possible bias, the sample was restricted to 

include just those applicants who had graduated at most three years prior. Even with this 

sample, the conclusion remained the same, so the results are not driven by the increase of 

applicants for whom more time has passed since their graduation. 

The readiness for higher education in this section was only defined as the share of applicants 

accepted to polytechnic universities. It would also have been possible to look into how the 

graduation times of polytechnic university students with vocational education have evolved 

compared to students with general education. Due to time constraints, this type of 

investigation was omitted.  



The results discussed in this section suggest that the readiness of vocational upper secondary 

school graduates for higher education studies has weakened since the early 2000’s. We feel 

that this trend would merit more attention in the reform of vocational upper secondary 

education. While it is stated in the government proposal that the reform will maintain the 

students’ eligibility for higher education, the reform doesn’t have any aspects that would 

directly improve the students’ actual readiness for higher education. On the contrary, the 

increased amount of learning in the workplace and the decreases in funding would more 

likely have a negative than a positive effect on the students’ readiness for higher education. 

This in turn will make the decision on whether to pursue general or vocational school after 

comprehensive school more significant for one’s future.  

3.5. Conclusion 

The role of vocational education has grown in recent years, as shown by a larger share of 

comprehensive school graduates choosing vocational instead of general upper secondary 

school and by a growing number of students in vocational education. This adds to the 

significance of the reform of vocational upper secondary education. One of the aims of the 

reform is to make vocational education more responsive to the changes in work-life now and 

in the future. We feel, however, that some aspects of the reform may not support this 

objective. 

The new financing model could encourage the schools to lower their criteria for granting 

qualifications and modules, thus harming the quality of education. The financing model might 

also cause the schools to tighten their criteria for new students, which in turn could reflect 

negatively on the youths at risk of social exclusion. 

The reform also increases the amount of learning in workplaces to better meet the needs of 

work-life. Recent studies (Hanushek et al., 2017 and Hampf & Wössmann, 2016) suggest that 

while shifting vocational education closer to an apprenticeship could improve the graduates’ 

employment at a young age, this could come at a cost of lower employment at older ages. The 

studies argue that, as opposed to general education, vocational education doesn’t provide 

adequate skills to adapt to technological and structural changes in the economy. They also 

claim that this effect is even more pronounced in an apprenticeship system than in school-

based vocational education. 

The role of vocational education as a pathway into higher education is given little attention in 

the reform. With the popularity of vocational education having grown, it is now a more 

important path into higher education than before. The data on enrollment in higher education 

show that it has become relatively more difficult to get into higher education through 

vocational education than general education, which could imply that the readiness for higher 

education given by vocational education has weakened since the early 2000’s. While the 



change does not appear to be massive, it is unlikely that budget cuts and increased learning in 

workplaces would reverse this and could actually end up worsening it. This could make the 

decision on whether to pursue general or vocational school after comprehensive school more 

decisive in the future. 

If the eligibility for higher education given by vocational education is indeed lacking, it could 

be remedied in the same way as the possible negative effects of vocational education on 

employment later in the life-cycle; by ensuring that vocational education provides more 

general education as well. Adding more theoretical education into vocational schools could 

harm the motivation of the students who chose vocational education instead general 

education for the very reason that it is more practical instead of theoretical. It could 

potentially even increase the dropout rates among these students. But in the least, since the 

reform adds the individual study paths, it should be ensured that for the students who are 

motivated, there is a possibility of more theoretical studies as well. 
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