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Panel 3
DuAL EDUCATION: EUROPE’S
SECRET RECIPE?

ERrRiC A. HANUSHEK
Professor of Economics, Hoover Institution
of Stanford University

Europe has long embraced the use of vocational edu-
cation to prepare youth for entry into the workforce.
None has moved into this as strongly and consistent-
ly as Austria, Germany, and Switzerland. With their
dual education systems and the intensive apprentice-
ship programs, these countries have forged very close
links between the education system and industry.
While many other European countries have developed
extensive vocational programs, they have stopped
short of the full commitment to apprenticeship pro-
grams. Would all of Europe be better off by moving
further in the direction of a tightened school-work-
place linkage?

While the discussion of vocational education in gen-
eral has been going on for some time, it has intensified
with the recession of 2008 and the subsequent slow
recovery of employment. Indeed the raw data suggest
that people with vocational education at the upper
secondary and tertiary level have higher employment
rates than those with general education and that this
difference is especially pronounced for young people
(age 25-34).

Vocational education, particularly with apprentice-
ships, is designed to ensure that workers have job-
related skills that make them immediately useful to
firms. Thus, especially when faced with unemploy-
ment problems, it may be good policy to ensure that
the education system is providing the skills most need-
ed by the economy.

But the decisions are more complicated than just that,
and policy deliberations must also consider a broader
set of issues. First, there is now considerable evidence
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that general academic skills — mathematics, reading
comprehension, and scientific understanding — have a
strong influence on economic growth. Part of this
comes from contributing to innovation in the econo-
my, but part also comes from having a generally
sophisticated workforce that can assimilate new pro-
duction approaches. Thus, as a first caution, it is
important that vocational programs not slight on the
development of general cognitive skills.

Second, being prepared for immediate employment
must be balanced by implications for employment as
the job demands change. In a rapidly growing econ-
omy, the nature of most jobs throughout the econo-
my is continuously evolving. This evolution means
that the skills that a worker initially brings to the job
may become obsolete as the job changes. These
changes may be dealt with through ‘lifelong learn-
ing’, a currently popular theme of policy discussions.
But, it is important that careful thought be given to
both the character and the economics of such life-
long learning.

The evidence currently available points to a tendency
for the gains in initial employment that come with
apprenticeship programs to be offset in varying
degrees by lessened employability later in life. Such
tendencies are amplified by more rapid economic
growth. As a result, it is important that policy take a
broad perspective about the expansion of vocational
education and not concentrate completely on initial
employment.

Unemployment and vocational education

The starting point of many discussions of the pos-
sibility of expanded vocational education is often
the performance of the German economy. In the
face of recessionary forces across all of Europe, the
German economy has maintained a very even keel,
and unemployment has not been an overwhelming

concern.

Germany is of course not the only European econo-
my to have significant use of vocational education.
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Figure 1 displays the relationship

between the proportion of students in some sort of
vocational training and the overall unemployment
rate for 2011 for a selection of European countries in
the OECD. From this picture, we see that the appren-
ticeship countries of Germany, Austria and Denmark
do have low unemployment rates to go along with
their schooling programs. Moreover, if we look across
all of the countries, there is indeed an apparent rela-
tionship between unemployment and vocational
training — as seen by the top line that is slanting down
through the country observations.

But, the downward sloping line is somewhat driven by
Spain and Greece. Without these two countries —
where few people would argue that the form of
schooling is the main driving force — the relationship
becomes flatter but still downward sloping as indicat-
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Education at a Glance 2008; Eurostat.

ed by the second, lower line in the figure. On average,
having 10 percent more students in vocational pro-
grams leads to a 0.6 percent lower overall unemploy-
ment rate.

In summary, even though the business cycle is not so
much driven by the short-run match between worker
skills and employer demands as by macroeconomic
conditions, the added attachment of workers to firms
shows up.

The arguments for vocational education, however,
tend to focus more on youth unemployment. As
shown in Figure 2, there is an even stronger relation-
ship between youth unemployment rates and voca-
tional education. (Again, the steeper line includes all
countries, while the flatter line excludes Spain and
Greece). For youth, a ten percent greater participation

in vocational education leads to a

2 percent lower unemployment

rate. By this measure, the aggre-
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lead to lower unemployment
rates even during the recovery

from a deep recession.
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more important, dimension is the
quality of education. We know
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Figure 3
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from international assessments that there is wide vari-
ation across countries in what students know.
Moreover, these differences in cognitive skills, mea-
sured by international tests such as PISA, are very
important.

Figure 3 shows the impact of differences in mathe-
matics and science on long-term growth of nations.
The graph plots how test score differences on the
horizontal axis match with differences in the growth
rate for GDP per capita between 1960 and 2000.
These long-term growth rates are closely linked to
the skills of the populations measured by the com-
mon tests across nations. Moreover, the different
growth rates have huge impacts on the well-being of
societies.

This fact is very important for the current discussion
of vocational education. The German dual education
system has been developed over a long period of time.
An important component of this has been the devel-
opment of a strong academic component for those
who are on the vocational track — so that Germany on
a whole is doing quite a good job relative to the rest of
the OECD on the most recent PISA tests.

If, however, a country viewed vocational education as
mostly a nonacademic track with limited emphasis on
academic skills, it might find itself at a serious disad-
vantage in terms of long-run growth. Anecdotal evi-
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But even with an emphasis on
academic preparation within the
vocational school system, there
may be further trade-off that is
potentially important. Specific-
ally, the more specific the train-
ing of people for a given vocation the more likely it
is that they become narrower and less flexible. People
trained to the specifics of a given firm doing a given
type of production may not be as well-prepared to
move to a different firm with a different task as
somebody with more general training. Indeed, when
firms talk about needing better prepared students to
enter their firms, they often are suggesting that the
training should be more tailored to their current
operations.

What happens if the technology changes? Or even the
whole industry changes focus as with many industries
that are suddenly faced with foreign competition?

The big concern is that vocational training may make
people less adaptable to change and less able to adjust
to new technologies. This concern is particularly
important when there is rapid technological develop-
ment — as would be implied by rapid economic
growth. Vocational training may make students better
able to carry out the school-to-work transition and
better able to enter into jobs quickly. But it may also
make them worse off in the future when technology
changes and it may lead them to have fewer employ-
ment opportunities over the full life-cycle.

A study by Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang (2011)
suggests that these concerns are very real. Figure 4
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Figure 4
LIFE-CYCLE EMPLOYMENT PATTERNS BY
TYPE OF TRAINING
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Source: Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang (2011).

traces out employment rates by age and schooling
type for a sample of Danish, German and Swiss
workers in the mid-1990s. The area marked ‘A’ repre-
sents the employment advantage of young workers
with vocational training compared to general educa-
tion — exactly the motivation behind much vocational
education that is designed to make the school-to-work
transition smoother. Area ‘B’ on the other hand
shows the lessened relative employment of older
workers with vocational training.

The policy question is whether A is bigger than B.
For Germany, it does not appear to be. The losses
later in the career seem larger than the gains early in
the career for those with vocational schooling.
However, when we do the same calculations for other
apprenticeship countries (Denmark and Swit-
zerland), we find different results. For Denmark,
gains and losses appear to balance out. For
Switzerland, the early gains of vocationally trained
workers appear greater than the subsequent losses.
Interestingly, the ordering of these countries exactly
matches difference in growth rates. Germany, with
the highest growth and thus the most technological
change, puts vocationally trained workers at the
most disadvantage later in life, while Switzerland
with the lowest growth finds the early gains to be
dominant.

Some of these observations of potential trade-offs
point to the importance of lifelong learning.
Lifelong learning has been a topic of importance for
the European Union — and various policy docu-
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ments highlight the need for people to continue to
invest throughout their lifetime. At the same time, it
has generally been difficult to figure out how to pro-
vide lifelong learning, who funds it, and the like.
This discussion of vocational education clearly
demonstrates the need to have some viable mecha-
nisms to ensure that there is learning throughout the
career so that early skills can be adapted to later
employment.

Conclusions

The summary of this discussion is that vocational
education appears to have some advantages for help-
ing youth to enter firms smoothly. Thus, for example,
Germany’s system of apprenticeships seems to be very
successful. But a nuanced view of the benefits and
costs is necessary.

A successful system of vocational training cannot
neglect developing strong cognitive skills in individu-
als. Here Germany is also a model, because those in
the vocational track also get strong classroom instruc-
tion in basic math, science, and language skills.

Further, a successful system of vocational training
must consider whether vocationally trained workers
have enough flexibility to adapt to different technolo-
gies. This is particularly true in a rapidly growing
economy where individual industries change notice-
ably over time and where the composition of firms in
the economy also changes. Such need for flexibility
emphasizes the need for some way of providing life-

long learning.

Germany’s highly developed dual system may indeed
be a model for other countries, but the specific lessons
cannot be lost: vocational skills must be complement-
ed with strong academic skills. And, even Germany
must address issues of the life-cycle of employment:
high growth and rapid technological change require
finding ways to ensure the continued employability of
people with specific vocational skills across the life-
cycle.
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PANEL

Knut Engelmann, Managing Editor of The Wall Street
Journal Deutschland, chaired the third panel and once
again highlighted the questions to be tackled: is the
dual education system a stabilising factor in an econ-
omy? Does it explain the low youth unemployment
rates in Germany, Austria and Switzerland? How
exportable is the system and does it produce the kind
of workers needed in a digitalised and globalised
world?

The first statement by a panel member was given by
Christian Lettmayr, Acting Director of the Brussels-
based European Centre for Development of
Vocational Training. He observed that the demand
for skills has been weakened by the 2008-10 crisis,
but the supply of skills has remained stable. This
imbalance has increased the danger of a skills mis-
match, which results when the more highly qualified
compete with the lesser qualified, pushing them out
of the labour market. In Germany, youth unemploy-
ment is currently the lowest in the EU. This may be
attributed to the dual education system, but the
model is not easily exportable and requires adapta-
tions. Many initiatives exist that promote work-
based learning models all of which are attempts to
reduce imbalances and mismatches on the labour
market.

State Secretary Cornelia Quennet-Thielen of the
German Federal Ministry of Education and
Research confirmed the interest in the German
approach to vocational education. The strength of
the German system is that learning on the job com-
plements learning in the classroom and that
employers are strongly involved, rending the train-
ing a practice orientation and providing employ-
ment for most of those who complete the course.
Companies participate because they benefit eco-
nomically: the system reduces their recruitment
costs and leads to lower employee fluctuation. At
the same time, the system has adapted well to new
vocational profiles. However, because dual training
is deeply embedded in the educational system and
requires substantial coordination among the vari-
ous actors, countries that wish to adopt this
approach must focus on the ‘dual principles’ that
underlie the system. Above all, she stressed, the
attractiveness of vocational training must be
enhanced by improving quality, offering a broad
spectrum of careers and ensuring ‘sufficient mobil-
ity and permeability’ in the system.
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Andrew McCoshan of the University of Warwick’s
Centre for Education and Industry is an expert in
the comparison of education systems. He observed
that the success of the dual education system must
be seen in its context. It qualifies people for entry
into a labour market that is highly stratified and
regulated and is also backed up by employment law.
From a systems perspective, the prospects for the
transferability of the dual-education model are not
good. Essential features of the system, however,
such as striving for a close fit between qualifica-
tions and occupations can be transferred, as well as
enhancing the role of employers. At the same time,
the weaknesses of the system — lower levels of life-
long learning, less permeability and flexibility —
should be corrected if ‘the ideal mix’ is to be
achieved.

The panel also included a vocational training practi-
tioner: Gerhard F. Braun, Vice-President of the Con-
federation of German Employers Organisations
(BDA) and managing director of a leading medical
textiles firm. He observed that employers view train-
ing as an investment in a company’s future. The dual
vocational education system is the main source for
skilled workers and personnel, and in times of demo-
graphic change it is crucial for employers to attract
talent to the company at a very early stage. The active
co-operation between employers and trade unions in
Germany is one of the success factors of dual educa-
tion in Germany.

Giampaolo Galli, Director General of the Italian
employers’ federation, Confindustria, lamented the
low rate of vocational-school graduates in his
country. Italian universities also do not train suffi-
cient numbers of engineers, doctors and lawyers
the
Vocational-school enrolment has been declining in

and too many trained in humanities.
Italy in recent decades, which is why his organisa-
tion has been calling for change and for vocational
training on the lines of the German dual education

system.

To start off the discussion, Knut Engelmann asked
the panellists for their advice to Italy. Gerhard Braun
observed that even in Germany the close links
between schools and companies is fairly recent and
that Italy should move in this direction. Andrew
McCoshan pointed out that the apprenticeship sys-
tem is being successfully rebuilt in Britain, largely
because its value has been recognised. Italy should
also adopt this approach.
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Allessandro Cigno, economics professor at the
University of Florence, shared Eric Hanushek’s criti-
cism of early tracking but added that offering every-
one the same education is not the answer. This leads
to a growing divide between public and private educa-
tion, as can be observed in the United States and
Britain. Then the discussion turned to the alleged
early career gains and later losses of the dual educa-
tion system in Germany. Hans-Werner Sinn wondered
if the high unemployment of vocationally trained
workers in Germany at the end of their careers was
because the data for this assertion was collected ten
years ago when high unemployment led to a rash of
early retirement schemes. Gerhard Braun confirmed
that German companies lost a lot of know-how at this
time. “The employment rate of older people has sub-
sequently increased”, also due to the demographic
problem Germany faces, he asserted. In response to
the question of whether it is wise to export the dual
education model that has given Germany a competi-
tive advantage, Cornelia Quennet-Thielen stressed
that German industry’s activity abroad is a great
advantage. “It would be a sign of weakness if we were
not willing to share successful models”.

34





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


