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Abstract

Context: Vocational education and training (VET) plays a crucial role in the social inclusion 
of refugees. The aim of this paper is to examine how the VET systems of Austria, Denmark 
and Germany responded to the arrival of young refugees since 2015. VET in these countries 
is categorised as system of collective skill formation, which offers apprenticeships in additi-
on to school-based training. The article examines and juxtaposes the legal rights, the actual 
opportunities and the barriers to refugees' participation in and completion of VET at upper 
secondary level in the three selected countries. 

Methods: The study is based on reviews of literature and an analysis of refugee policies in 
the three countries. The literature search used a snowballing strategy and included policy 
 documents, research publications and grey literature from organisations of civil society. The 
literature review employed a narrative, issue-focused approach to explore and compare key 
categories relating to the research question. To elaborate, refine and structure the categories 
for each of the three countries we used an input-process-output model and a combination of 
deductive and inductive analysis procedure. 

Findings: The findings of the study are divided into six categories that structure the analysis: 
Admission requirements, validation of prior learning, vocational guidance and preparation, 
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language training, social support measures and access to apprenticeships. The analysis re-
veals that both asylum seekers and recognised refugees have more opportunities in Germa-
ny than in the other two countries regarding the key categories. The findings show no major 
differences in the position of the social partners in the three countries in relation to refugees' 
participation in VET, however the national governments reacted differently to the influx of 
refugees. In Austria and Denmark, governments with strong anti-immigration agendas took 
office and reduced the access to and participation in VET for asylum seekers and refugees. 
At the same time, the German government introduced various integration measures for 
refugees in cooperation with employers with the aim of making VET more accessible to 
refugees.

Conclusion: To access and complete VET, refugees depend on supporting measures to over-
come a variety of barriers, e.g. regarding language training and access to apprenticeships. 
Overall, reforms in Germany demonstrate promising initiatives to overcome the barriers 
to the integration of refugees in VET, while reforms in Austria and Denmark have limited 
refugees' opportunities to access and complete VET.

Keywords: Refugees, Social Inclusion, Vocational Education and Training, VET, VET Sys-
tem, Apprenticeship, Full-Time VET Schooling

1 Introduction 
Between 2015 and 2018, more than 3.9 million asylum applications were registered in the 
European Union (Eurostat, 2019a). Refugees have a high risk of becoming unemployed or 
joining the expanding class of legal and illegal immigrants in low-wage and low-skilled jobs, 
thereby contributing to the dualisation of the labour market (Heidenreich, 2016). In many 
European countries, vocational education and training (VET)1 is assigned a key role in in-
tegrating immigrants and refugees into education and employment (Jeon, 2019). A strong 
and attractive VET system is key to decreasing social inequalities and offsetting the growing 
dualisation of labour markets (Busemeyer, 2014). VET is crucial for the social inclusion, 
education and employment of young people from disadvantaged families who do not opt 
for higher education (Preston & Green, 2008). This is particularly the case for refugees, who 
have often left behind their families, friends and social networks and have uncertain future 
prospects in the host country. VET provides specific skills that are relevant for the labour 
market and offers an effective and viable pathway to employment. The large majority of refu-
gees have not completed any formal education beyond basic schooling (Winther et al., 2018), 
but they often have practical work experience that may be recognised in VET. In addition, 

1 When we use the term VET in this article, we refer to both initial and continuing vocational education and training.
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during work-based learning in VET, refugees can enter the labour market and achieve a self-
determined life in the host country.

Prior research, however, has indicated that migrants and refugees are disadvantaged in the 
education systems in Europe (Hillmert, 2013; Preston & Green, 2008). Studies show that 
migrants have lower achievement and higher dropout rates at the upper-secondary level and 
are at a higher risk of not being in employment, education or training (Dicks et al., 2018; 
Eurostat, 2019b). This is particularly the case in the VET sector (Beicht & Walden, 2019a). 
Refugees face considerable barriers and are underrepresented in VET due to language pro-
blems, employers' reserved attitudes (Phillimore & Goodson, 2006), discrimination and 
integration policy (Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015). In addition, low participation rates of 
migrants in VET programmes also result from self-selection mechanisms and "ethnic choice 
effects" (Tjaden & Scharenberg, 2017, p. 309). Due to their parents' high educational expec-
tations and aspirations, many migrants decide in favour of academic tracks and against VET 
at upper secondary level (e.g., Busse, 2020; Jackson et al., 2012; Lessard-Phillips et al., 2014). 
This can be partly explained by immigrant optimism and information deficits with regard to 
the education system of the host country (e.g., Becker & Gretsch, 2016; Hunkler & Tjaden, 
2018). Therefore, social support, vocational guidance and pre-vocational preparation are 
seen as important measures to ensure refugees' access to VET (Jeon, 2019). 

The so-called "refugee crisis" of 2015 became a highly contested issue on national poli-
cy agendas. Strong anti-immigration forces questioned the previous humanistic position of 
established political parties. Schemes for the integration, education and training of refugees 
were opposed by demands for exclusion and repatriation. The outcome of these political 
upheavals affected opportunities to organise effective VET measures for integrating refugees. 
This makes it relevant to ask if the VET systems in the receiving countries are able to include 
refugees and support their social integration and transition to the labour market.

The aim of this study is to examine the legal rights, actual opportunities and barriers to 
refugees' participation in and completion of initial vocational education and training (IVET) 
in three European countries: Austria, Denmark and Germany. The three VET systems are all 
categorised as systems of collective skill formation, in which businesses and labour market 
organisations, in collaboration with the state, play an important role in the governance of 
VET  (Busemeyer & Trampusch, 2012). Austria and Germany were among the European 
countries that received the most asylum applicants per capita (above 2%) for 2014–2018, 
while Denmark received less than half (0.84%) for the same period (Eurostat, 2019a). This 
paper describes and juxtaposes (as described in Bereday, 1964) how the IVET systems of the-
se three countries responded to the arrival of high numbers of asylum seekers in 2015 and the 
subsequent years, and it contributes to the discussion about the political economy (Busemey-
er & Trampusch, 2012) of VET. So far, there is a lack of cross-European research on young 
refugees’ access and barriers to IVET. Previous studies of refugees in VET have focused on 
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either individual countries (e.g., Beicht & Walden, 2019a; Rabl & Hautz, 2018), adult learners 
and continuing VET (e.g., Chadderton & Edmonds, 2015) or specific learning settings (Choy 
& Wärwik, 2019). Thus, Webb et al. (2016) emphasised the need to examine VET policy 
differences regarding the integration of refugees and explore "how best to develop lifelong 
learning education to support increased mobility" and "social and economic integration" (p. 
214). Our study addresses this need by examining the following research question: What are 
the central similarities and differences in access to and completion of IVET for refugees in 
Austria, Denmark and Germany? 

First, the paper describes the structure of the three IVET systems under investigation as 
well as the position in VET of people with migration backgrounds in each country. We then 
present the study's research design and the criteria for juxtaposing refugees' opportunities 
and barriers in Austria, Denmark and Germany. Next, we explore the legal rights of refugees 
to participate in IVET in each of the three countries. At the heart of the paper, we outline the 
national refugee policy processes from 2015 to now along with the actual opportunities and 
barriers that refugees encounter in each national VET system. The conclusion discusses the 
capacities of the three national VET systems to include refugees and explores explanations 
for the differences identified.

2 VET in the Three Countries 
In addition to school-based programmes, VET in all three countries offers apprenticeships 
(dual systems), where most of the training time (around 75%) is work-based. The apprenti-
cing companies and the employer organisations are strongly involved in organising the trai-
ning in close cooperation with the state. The close links between the education system and 
labour market are associated with low youth unemployment rates and a fast transition to 
employment after completion of the programmes (Preston & Green, 2008). The apprenti-
ceship systems centre on practical and action-based forms of learning, and hereby, refugees 
can acquire vocational skills even if they have limited mastery of the native language. As part 
of their learning in the workplace, refugees can practise and develop language skills in real-
world settings and extend their social networks.

While the three VET systems have many similarities, they also exhibit differences. In 
 Austria, VET programmes attract a larger share (70%) of all students in upper-secondary 
education than in Germany (48%) and in Denmark (42%) (Cedefop, 2018, p. 61). While 
more students in Austria attend school-based VET programmes, the large majority of VET 
students in the two other countries are in apprenticeships. In all three countries, apprentices 
attend part-time vocational schools for 20–30% of their apprenticeship time to acquire theo-
retical knowledge to supplement the company-based training. 
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The Austrian IVET system differs from the other two systems in its unique combination of 
dual apprenticeship training and full-time schooling (Graf et al., 2012). Apprenticeships and 
VET schools allow for different qualifications in similar vocational fields for young  people 
at the upper-secondary level (e.g., Hautz & Thoma, 2021). Thus, VET in Austria provides a 
 greater variety of opportunities and pathways than VET in Germany and Denmark. Despite 
this variety, it is traditionally difficult for non-EU immigrants to participate in education and 
the labour market in Austria (Huddleston et al., 2015). Studies (e.g., Aschauer & Seymer, 
2019) have indicated that people with a migration background are strongly disadvantaged in 
the Austrian VET system. In particular, migrants from non-EU countries are underrepresen-
ted in the dual system and in full-time VET schools (Bichl, 2017). They mainly attend schools 
with a lower qualification level, for example, those with one- to two-year courses that prepare 
for social care or hospitality occupations (Herzog-Punzenberger & Schnell, 2012). Moreover, 
the risk of dropping out of education and training is seven times higher for this group com-
pared to non-migrants (Steiner, 2009).

In Denmark, apprenticeships are preceded by a preparatory year of school-based  training 
(a basic course) for basic vocational skills. In the second year, the students shift to an 
 apprenticeship in a company that alternates with short periods of school-based training. Eth-
nic minorities have higher dropout rates and face a variety of difficulties in the Danish IVET 
programmes, especially in accessing apprenticeships. However, in some fields with labour 
shortages, the situation is more favourable, and in VET for social and health care, ethnic 
minorities make up 25% of the students (Danmarks Statistik, 2020). In addition to the IVET 
system, Denmark has an extensive public system for continuing vocational training (CVET) 
called AMU (Labour Market Training) (Andersen & Kruse, 2016). For immigrants and re-
fugees, this system offers a variety of special targeted programmes with integrated language 
training. 

The German VET system is renowned for its strong dual system of apprenticeship, which 
is highly valued in the labour market. In some sectors, such as the health and childcare sec-
tors, VET is based on full-time school-based training (Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 
2019). In Germany in 2016, 29% of young people between 15–25 years of age had a migration 
background (Federal Statistical Office, 2018). The German VET system differs from the other 
two countries in the important role of vocational preparation, especially for disadvantaged 
groups. The so-called transition sector includes young people who have already left general 
education and want to prepare for a vocational training. There they learn vocational-specific 
skills and at the same time they can obtain a higher school certificate. This system has a high 
proportion of young people with a migration background (Seeber et al., 2019), because they 
have greater difficulty obtaining an apprenticeship and are less likely to be trained in their 
desired occupation (Beicht & Walden, 2019b;  Hupka-Brunner & Kriesi, 2013). In contrast, 
people with migration background are more often overqualified for their training place and 
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are more likely to be offered training places in occupations that have a higher rate of contract 
termination (Bundestinstitut für Berufsbildung, 2014).

3 Research Design
VET in all three countries is categorised as system of collective skill formation (Busemeyer & 
Trampusch, 2012; Pilz, 2018). By comparing similar systems in the three different countries, 
we can get a broad picture of how this type of VET system has responded to the arrival of 
refugees, who represent a new group of potential students. We used a case-based approach 
for comparison by examining each VET system as a whole in the national context (following 
Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).

First, we conducted a literature review with a narrative, issue-focused approach to search 
a wide range of criteria and provide a dynamic review (as set out by Ferrari, 2015). This ap-
proach is particularly useful for comparative research because different terms in different 
languages can be taken into account. Through a snowballing strategy, this extensive literature 
review expanded to include policy documents, legal acts and research publications. It also in-
cluded grey literature, for example, project reports, websites from non-governmental organi-
sations (NGOs) and documentation of local refugee integration measures to gain insights 
from the practitioner perspectives.

Second, we structured the findings of the literature review using an input-process-output 
model (Adams, 1993) to allow better comparability between the findings for each of the three 
countries. During this process, the capability approach (Nussbaum & Sen, 1993) was used 
to filter out the relevant categories for the research question. To ensure that we also included 
relevant unofficial publications prepared by civil society organisations and NGOs, we con-
ducted a total of 16 interviews with experts and professionals in vocational schools and orga-
nisations. This gave access to a variety of empirical reports on barriers and success factors for 
refugees in VET, including vocational preparation and guidance, language training measures, 
job training and mentoring schemes.

Third, content analysis (Mayring, 2014) was used for the document analysis. We carried 
out the categorisation based on a combination of deductive and inductive procedures. Cen-
tral categories were determined during the literature review and were subsequently modified 
and supplemented by categories inductively derived from the material. The findings of the 
document analysis were divided into six categories: Admission requirements, validation of 
prior learning, vocational guidance and preparation, language training, social support mea-
sures and access to apprenticeships. To ensure the reliability of the analysis, the results of 
the research from the individual countries were compared, discussed and agreed upon in a 
reflective examination of the material within the framework of an "analyst triangulation" (as 
described in Patton, 1990, p. 468).
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4 Legal Rights for Refugees in VET
Refugees who are recognised, receive a residence permit and are guaranteed the right to edu-
cation by international treaties ratified by the three countries. While it is clear that compulso-
ry education must be freely available for all children, the treaties are less clear about the rights 
of asylum seekers to attend upper-secondary and higher education (Willems & Vernimmen, 
2018). In this section, we examine the legal rights of refugees to VET at the upper-secondary 
level in the three countries.

Generally, asylum seekers are in a weak legal position concerning education and training, 
though they have more opportunities in Germany than in the other two countries. In Austria 
and Denmark, asylum seekers are excluded from apprenticeships. In Austria, access to IVET 
for young asylum seekers is partially legally permitted, as they are only allowed to attend 
full-time VET schools. During the asylum process, they are solely eligible for social welfa-
re at a fundamental level (Asylkoordination Österreich, n.d.), and they receive no funding 
for transport or school supplies beyond compulsory education. Moreover, in Austria, only 
Syrian asylum-seekers "with high probability of being granted a residence permit" (Arbeits-
marktservice, 2021) are admitted to state-run integration courses that include vocational 
preparation measures. In Denmark, asylum seekers must participate in a basic introduction 
course 10 hours every week in the asylum centres. They can only participate in unpaid in-
ternships, not in regular VET programmes. In Germany, asylum seekers with expected re-
sidence permission already have access to integration courses during the asylum procedure. 
After the first three months of their stay, asylum seekers can attend pre-vocational training 
measures (Bergseng et al., 2019), and their opportunities for in-company training have im-
proved with the Integration Act of 31 July 2016. If asylum seekers start an apprenticeship, 
they can have their residence permit extended until the end of their training period (Granato 
& Junggeburth, 2017). 

If asylum seekers are recognised and receive a residence permit, they acquire most of 
the same formal rights to education and training as native citizens in all three countries. In 
Austria, they are entitled to social benefits and have free access to the labour market and, 
thus, to all apprenticeships. For integration into the education system, the labour market 
and social life in Austria, recognised refugees are obliged to participate in the "integration 
year" (Arbeitsmarktservice, 2021), which includes language courses, pre-vocational training 
measures and introductory courses to Austrian culture and history. In Denmark, recognised 
refugees must participate in a standard integration programme, and since 2016, they have 
been required to start language and job training almost immediately. Refugees must coope-
rate with the municipality on a plan to become financially self-supporting. The methods vary 
considerably between the municipalities (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2019), but they are 
aimed mostly at acquiring employment within one year and only seldom at education in the 
regular VET system. A smaller group of refugees attend short training courses in the CVET 
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system (AMU) that prepare them for un- and semi-skilled employment, or they attend the 
special two-year apprenticeship programme for refugees (IGU), which also serves as prepa-
ration for regular apprenticeships. 

In Germany, both asylum seekers and recognised refugees can receive the same support 
from the Employment Agency as German nationals in terms of counselling, placement, sup-
port, activation and vocational integration (Der Paritätische Gesamtverband, 2017). They 
can take part in apprenticeship training, but they must acquire a work permit from the immi-
gration authorities. At best, this will contain a concrete written confirmation of employment 
or a declaration of intent by the training company. For both asylum seekers and recognised 
refugees, part-time vocational training and the adjustment of the training period are possible 
as a way to enable the refugees’ acquisition of professional and language skills. This manifests 
itself in an extension of the training period or in a reduction of regular in-company training 
time to promote language skills (Prakopchyk, 2017).

5 National Refugee Policy: Tensions Between Integrative and  
 Exclusionary Strategies
In response to the arrival of a large number of refugees in 2015, the governments in all three 
countries launched various new initiatives to support integration through VET. However, 
at the same time, Austria and Denmark in particular introduced various anti-immigration 
measures that inhibited the participation of refugees in VET.

In Austria, following a decree in 2013, asylum seekers up to the age of 25 could get a work 
permit for apprenticeship training in understaffed professions. However, since 2015, the si-
tuation for asylum seekers has been very volatile due to political interventions. The Austrian 
government, NGOs and civil society have launched several new initiatives to support inte-
gration into and through VET. A nationwide initiative to enhance refugees' access to VET 
included the introduction of pre-vocational "transition classes" in 2015 (Bundesministerium 
für Bildung und Forschung, 2016). In these classes, refugees between the ages of 15 and 19 
who were no longer of compulsory school age were prepared for upper-secondary education. 
However, this opportunity was abandoned in 2018 as part of the government's tightening of 
refugee policy. Since 2016, the Austrian government has established a large number of anti-
immigration measures to create "one of the toughest asylum laws in Europe" (Brickner & 
Krutzler, 2016). This included temporary asylum (limited to three years) and restrictions of 
rights to welfare and family reunion. Moreover, the government implemented stricter access 
to VET for refugees. The opportunity to get a work permit for apprenticeships was ended in 
2018, and even repatriations for apprentices took place until the end of 2019 (Asylkoordina-
tion Österreich, n.d.). While a new act in late 2019 has enabled asylum seekers to finish their 
apprenticeships also in cases of negative asylum decisions, no new  apprenticeships can be 
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started by asylum seekers in Austria. In contrast with countries like Germany, asylum seekers 
in Austria do not get any legal security or residence status during education and training. 
For recognised refugees with a permanent or temporary residence permit, the situation is 
better. They retain the legal right to take up apprenticeships in all sectors. Their opportuni-
ties in VET are mainly negotiated between the two chambers in Austria (i.e., the Chamber 
of Labour and the Chamber of Commerce) and are less dependent on the political climate. 
However, their real opportunities for participation in VET are impeded by a variety of barri-
ers (Rabl & Hautz, 2018), as we will describe later.

In Denmark, the response of the new government in 2015 to the arrival of many refugees 
was to introduce numerous reforms with two aims (Bredgaard & Ravn, 2018). One aim was 
to discourage refugees from seeking asylum in Denmark through tough anti-immigration 
measures, for example, significantly cutting their financial allowances. The other aim was 
to promote refugees' fast integration into the labour market. This marked a significant shift 
in integration policy from the previous priority of human capital investment in education 
and language training. Following tripartite negotiations with labour market partners, vari-
ous new initiatives were taken to organise supported employment, job-training initiatives 
and new measures in VET. An innovation among these was the two-year Basic Integration 
Programme for refugees, IGU, introduced in 2016 by the government in cooperation with la-
bour market organisations (Bredgaard & Ravn, 2018). The IGU is a successful  apprenticeship 
programme with certification that combines language training, work-based training and full-
time school-based VET courses. However, these measures apply only to recognised refugees, 
as asylum seekers are not allowed to take part in paid work or regular education. With a 
reform in 2017, completing an education no longer improves refugees' chances of acquiring 
a permanent residence permit. This is meant to give refugees more incentive to seek em-
ployment even though education has been shown to improve the long-term employability 
of refugees (Arendt, 2018). In addition, the integration allowance for refugees was reduced 
significantly to encourage them to find a job. A major reform of the integration policy in 
early 2019 emphasised that, generally, asylum is only temporary, and the policy's overall aim 
changed from integration to repatriation of refugees. This has made the future more uncer-
tain for refugees and made it less useful to engage in education with a long-term perspective. 
It has also reduced the inclination of employers to take on refugees in apprenticeships, which 
typically have a duration of three years (Bredgaard & Ravn, 2018). 

In 2016, Germany passed a new Integration Act after receiving more than one million 
asylum seekers. The act included measures and incentives to promote the participation of 
refugees in training, language courses and active labour market measures. Access to VET was 
previously not allowed for asylum seekers, as they did not have the required work permits 
(Schroeder & Seukwa, 2017). This was changed in 2015. Starting in January of that year, the 
German government reformed Asylum Package I. The reforms focused primarily on asylum 
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and residence law but also on new regulations, such as the revision of the Law on the Right 
of Residence (Wissenschaftliche Dienste des Bundestags, 2016). A further change was that 
toleration must be granted if an asylum seeker begins or has already begun qualified training, 
and employment bans were lifted. In addition, since then, a residence permit is granted for 
the total duration of the apprenticeship, as stipulated in the training contract. Asylum see-
kers whose asylum applications are rejected during training have the opportunity to receive 
a "training tolerance period" to complete their training. In such cases, however, an individual 
case examination by the Foreign Department is required (Deutscher Industrie- und Han-
delskammertag, 2017, p. 13). After completion of vocational training, a residence permit is 
issued for two years for the purpose of gaining employment that corresponds to the vocatio-
nal qualification acquired. This legal innovation is known as the "3+2 regulation" (Deutscher 
Industrie- und Handelskammertag, 2017, p. 28) and is intended to give asylum seekers and 
employers more planning security, thus promoting integration through training. However, 
tolerated persons from "safe countries of origin" (Deutscher Industrie- und Handelskam-
mertag, 2017, p. 28) who applied for asylum after 31 August 2015 are not entitled to this 
regulation. In Germany, many different measures have been launched to support refugees' 
participation in VET. For example, the programme Berufsorientierung für Flüchtlinge (Vo-
cational Orientation for Refugees) (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2020) 
prepares refugees for vocational training by teaching technical language and specialist skills 
and providing individual mentor support. Another initiative called Companies Integrate Re-
fugees is considered Germany's largest association in this field. The content includes know-
how on legal issues, funding opportunities, tips on cooperation and integration of refugees 
into training and employment. 

In all three countries, the so-called "refugee crisis" of 2015 placed VET in a field of poli-
tical tension, where the governments launched numerous initiatives with two partly conflic-
ting objectives. One was to make it less attractive to seek asylum in the country, for example, 
by introducing temporary asylums, limiting access to education and lowering the financial 
benefits and living conditions of refugees. The other was to support the social integration 
of refugees and, in Germany, even of asylum seekers by introducing new programmes and 
supporting measures in VET. 
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6 Comparison of Actual Opportunities and Barriers for   
 Refugees in VET
Our examination has shown that asylum seekers have almost no formal rights to participate 
in the regular VET programmes in Austria and Denmark. For recognised refugees, the situati-
on is different. Generally, they largely have the same formal legal opportunities to participate 
in VET as native citizens, though some rights might differ depending on their asylum status 
(temporary, permanent or Geneva protection). In the period of 2015–2020, the three coun-
tries had favourable conditions for successful integration of refugees into the labour market 
through VET because they had low unemployment rates and even shortages of labour in 
some industries (e.g., hospitality, agriculture, cleaning, etc.). 

However, our study of the three countries has found considerable barriers to refugees' 
access to and completion of VET. The barriers are similar to those identified for immigrants 
(Bergseng et al., 2019; Jeon, 2019). Some barriers are related to the refugees' prior experien-
ces, which can include trauma caused by persecution in their homeland, their subsequent 
flight and living under precarious and insecure conditions for extended periods. After arrival 
in a European country, they might experience resettlement and acculturation stress due to 
family separation, discrimination and the insecure situation of protracted periods waiting 
for asylum (Bauböck & Tripkovic, 2017). Refugees are confronted with language and cultu-
ral barriers, and the government's emphasis on temporary asylum in Austria and Denmark 
raises uncertainty about the future (Baranik et al., 2018). This can lead to disappointment 
and demotivation and make it difficult for refugees to start VET and take control of their 
lives in their new environment. In addition, our examination revealed various VET-specific 
opportunities and barriers for refugees, which are described in more detail in the following. 
Table 1 illustrates an overview of the most important differences between the three countries 
regarding VET-specific opportunities and barriers.
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Table 1: Overview of Opportunities and Barriers in VET for Refugees

Austria Denmark Germany

Admission  
requirements

Successful graduation certificate 
for the 8th school year for access 
to full-time school-based VET. 
Completion of compulsory  
education, but no school  
graduation certificate, for access 
to the dual system.

Successful graduation certificate 
for the 9th grade with leaving 
exam (Grade 2 or higher) in 
maths and Danish (Level G) or 
similar qualifications acquired 
in another way.

Successful graduation certificate 
for the 9th grade for access to 
full-time school-based VET. 
Different school-based training 
programmes require different 
school-leaving qualification, 
details vary across the federal 
states. Completion of compulso-
ry schooling, but no successful 
graduation certificate for access 
to the dual system.

Validation of  
prior learning

Not a standard part of regular 
IVET programmes.

Basic screening of qualifications 
by asylum centres; validation in 
the regular IVET programmes, 
but not a standard in the CVET 
system.

Not a standard part of regular 
IVET programmes; validation 
process varies across the federal 
states.

Vocational 
guidance and 
pre-vocational 
preparation

Offered for recognised refugees 
and Syrian asylum seekers with 
expected residence permission 
during the integration year. 
Transition classes for refugees 
were abolished by the  
government in 2018.

Vocational guidance is not a 
standard, but can be part of the 
regular integration programme 
for refugees. The IGU  
programme can serve as pre-
vocational preparation. 

Preparatory vocational courses 
are available in certain IVET 
schools for school-age refugees. 
Companies can apply for  
funding for preparatory courses 
for non-school-age refugees.

Language  
training

Limited offers for asylum  
seekers; mandatory for recog-
nised refugees, but only offered 
up to language level A2 by the 
state.

Language training is an integral 
part of special apprenticeships 
for refugees and of some  
programmes in the CVET 
system.

Mandatory for all refugees, but 
there is a lack of teachers and 
poor standards for language 
training providers.

Social  
support 

No nationwide support system; 
depends on volunteers and 
NGOs.

No nationwide support system; 
differs among municipalities.

Various support measures are 
provided for different stages of 
IVET.

Access to  
apprenticeships

Possible only for recognised 
refugees; access limited due to 
lack of support measures and 
language skills.

Possible only for recognised 
refugees; access is limited due 
to lack of language skills and 
support measures.

Possible for all refugees;  
Welcome Guides support 
companies in searching for and 
integrating refugees.

6.1 Admission Requirements for VET

Due to language problems and incomplete basic education, it can be very difficult for refugees 
to meet the entrance requirements in VET. In Denmark and Austria, inadequate language 
skills make VET almost inaccessible for refugees, since language training for asylum seekers 
beyond compulsory education is only available to a limited extent during the asylum proce-
dure. Moreover, access to full-time VET in Austria requires a successful school graduation 
certificate for the eighth school year, which many refugees are unable to prove. For access to 
the dual system in Austria, the completion of nine years of compulsory education is required, 
although school graduation is not. Apprenticeship companies determine further  admission 
requirements based on their own criteria. In Denmark, asylum seekers must participate in 10 
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hours of weekly training in the Danish language and introduction to Danish society. How-
ever, the level of language training is much below the entrance requirements for IVET. In 
1997–2017, after receiving a residence permit, it took, on average, around five years before 
young refugees would start IVET (Nielsen-Gravholt & Jans, 2020). After the new restrictions 
of 2016, early compulsory job training (work first policy) weakened refugees' opportunities 
to acquire Danish language skills (Arendt & Bolvig, 2020). In addition, the VET reform in 
2015 raised the entrance requirements (see Table 1) and reduced refugees' opportunities for 
accessing IVET. 

In Germany, refugees are required to have completed the compulsory schooling years, 
but no graduation certificate is required before starting an apprenticeship. Companies se-
lect apprentices according to their own recruitment criteria (Granato & Ulrich, 2013). Some 
companies do not recruit refugees due to their perceived poor German language skills and 
lack of expertise (Werner, 2018). To participate in full-time school-based qualifying training 
programmes, a certain level of language proficiency and completion of lower-secondary edu-
cation is required. A specific school-leaving qualification is a prerequisite for certain types 
of full-time school-based training programmes. The exact requirement varies depending on 
the federal state.

6.2 Validation and Recognition of Prior Learning

Many refugees are unable to document their work experiences, and therefore, practice-based 
forms of validation of their prior learning are required. The validation of prior learning is re-
gulated by law in all three countries and is a standard part of regular vocational  programmes 
in Denmark, but not in Germany and Austria, where validation is done at the refugee's re-
quest. Validation is not used systematically in the Danish CVET system (AMU), which is 
most often used by refugees. Danish asylum centres must screen the refugees' qualifications 
but are not required to ensure proper validation (Thomassen, 2019). In Austria, a study by 
Eggenhofer-Rehart et al. (2018) showed that refugees' educational certificates are largely de-
valued by authorities and are assigned to lower levels of domestic education. In addition, 
some qualifications in Germany can only be validated to a limited extent due to, for example, 
different training systems (Winther et al., 2018). 

6.3 Vocational Guidance and Preparation (Pre-Vocational Programmes)

Refugees have difficulties navigating the education system and need vocational guidance and 
preparation to make informed choices and reduce the risk of dropping out. In all three coun-
tries, preparatory vocational courses for refugees are part of the integration  programmes. 
In Austria, vocational preparation and guidance are offered as part of the integration year 



289Jørgensen, Hautz, Li

for recognised refugees and Syrian asylum-seekers with expected residence permission who 
have completed compulsory schooling (Arbeitsmarktservice, 2021). This pre-vocational pro-
gramme lasts 6–12 months and includes career orientation, application training, training 
for vocational qualifications, language skills and on-the-job training (Arbeitsmarktservice, 
2021). Asylum seekers who are not from Syria, however, have only scarce offers from NGOs, 
as they are not available throughout Austria. In Denmark, only limited vocational guidance 
for refugees is included as part of the standard integration plan for the three- to six-week in-
troduction courses and the following repeated internships in companies, which are typically 
13 weeks (Bolvig & Arendt, 2018). In addition, the two-year apprenticeship programme for 
refugees (IGU) can serve as preparation for the regular VET system. In Germany, prepara-
tory vocational courses for refugees are available in some vocational schools for school-aged 
refugees. Companies and other IVET providers can apply for funding for preparatory cour-
ses for non-school-age refugees. The focus is on combining language support with voca-
tional orientation and support in finding a profession and initiating a training relationship 
(Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, 2017a). A basic course (PerJuF) lasts between 
12 and 32 weeks. In all three countries, female refugees have far lower participation rates in 
VET than males, and targeted guidance measures are required to support their participation 
(Liebig & Tronstad, 2018).

6.4 Language Training Before and During VET

To keep up with the training, refugees typically need supplementary language training before 
and during a VET programme. In Austria, language courses are only offered to a very limited 
extent during the asylum process. Depending on the federal province, only one to four hours 
of language training per week are offered free of charge by state institutions, and only a small 
number of asylum seekers are reached by these measures, as transportation is not provided 
(SOS Mitmensch, 2017). In 2017, language courses were made mandatory for recognised 
refugees. These are usually only offered to language level A2 and, therefore, provide limited 
support for starting and completing a VET programme. Some vocational schools and NGOs 
offer advanced language training for refugees, which is provided freely by teachers and volun-
teers. The offer of more advanced German courses varies constantly, depending on funding. 
The Danish IVET system is almost inaccessible to refugees due to language requirements and 
the restrictive integration policy. In the Danish CVET system, Danish language training is an 
integral part of various special courses for immigrants and refugees. In the two-year appren-
ticeship programmes for refugees (IGU), the Danish language is taught in close connection 
with vocational training, which has shown very good results (Rambøll, 2018). In Germany, 
the government responded to the increase in refugees by introducing numerous language 
support measures through integration courses (Bundesamt für  Migration und Flüchtlinge, 
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2017b). Participation in these courses has been mandatory for refugees since 2016. However, 
if the person has already begun vocational or other training in Germany or can prove parti-
cipation in a comparable training programme, there is no obligation to attend an integration 
course. In view of this rapid development in demand for language courses, the providers of 
language courses have often been unable to find the necessary suitable teachers for all the 
courses offered. The quality of the language courses suffers from the lack of teachers and the 
poor standards of the providers (Kaufmann, 2016).

6.5 Social Support Measures During VET Training

To start a VET programme and successfully complete it, refugees require continuous social 
support that covers all spheres of life. In Austria and Denmark, the social support offered for 
refugees during VET differs considerably among municipalities and educational institutions 
(see e.g., Asylkoordination Österreich, n.d.; Bolvig & Arendt, 2018). In the first years after 
the 2015 influx of refugees, many municipalities established support teams to help refugees 
manage their challenges. In both countries, some municipalities engaged integration guides 
and mentors to support refugees and cooperate with vocational schools and employers. Da-
nish municipalities have an undivided responsibility for the integration process, which pro-
motes a holistic support (Thomassen, 2019). However, many of the Danish initiatives were 
abandoned after 2016, when the number of refugees arriving dropped sharply. In Austria, the 
continued existence of most initiatives depends on the efforts of volunteers and NGOs (Rabl 
& Hautz, 2018). A comprehensive nationwide support system, which would help refugees 
replace a missing social and family environment, does not exist in either of these two coun-
tries. In Germany, there are various measures to help companies integrate refugees. These 
include the external support measure assistance during training A (AbH). AbH organises 
support classes and socio-pedagogical assistance for training refugees. AbH also offers sup-
port to stabilise the training relationship and provides support for young refugees. However, 
a study by the German Economic Institute (Werner, 2018) showed that many companies are 
not aware of these support measures and only inform themselves when concrete problems 
arise. Companies that know about the support measures employ significantly more refugees.

6.6 Access to Apprenticeships and In-Company Training

Compared to other students, refugees and immigrants have fewer chances of obtaining an 
apprenticeship contract. Many apprenticeships are distributed via informal social networks, 
and some employers are cautious about taking on ethnic minorities due to assumed cultural 
and language barriers (Phillimore & Goodson, 2006). Therefore, refugees are in a disadvan-
taged position compared to native students in all three countries. Nevertheless, in Austria, 
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apprenticeship for recognised refugees is the most promising option for successful participa-
tion in VET (Hosner et al., 2017). In most cases, however, access to dual training in Austria 
is only successful if refugees are given intensive support by social workers and volunteers in 
finding and applying for an apprenticeship, in bureaucratic matters and in finding accom-
modations (SOS Mitmensch, 2017). In the regular Danish IVET system, ethnic minorities 
are overrepresented in the full-time school-based programmes. However, many vocational 
schools and municipalities cooperate with employers to engage refugees in the special app-
renticeship programme for refugees (IGU) aiming at industries with labour shortage (Ram-
bøll, 2018). 

In Germany, refugees have a greater chance of finding a training place in companies with 
a shortage of skilled workers. Welcome Guides support these companies throughout Germa-
ny in the integration of refugees. They arrange contact with refugees and advise companies 
that offer internships, training positions or employment opportunities for refugees. In ad-
dition, they inform companies about offers of assistance and support (Kompetenzzentrum 
Fachkräftesicherung, 2020). Despite the various support measures for the integration of re-
fugees in Germany, the prior experience of companies seems to play the most important role 
in access to apprenticeships for refugees. This is because companies that employ staff with a 
migration background and already have experience with refugees are often involved in this 
process (Werner, 2018).

7 Conclusion
Asylum seekers arriving in Austria, Denmark and Germany came in a period of low unem-
ployment and high demand for skilled workers in many industries. In all three countries, 
labour market organisations generally supported measures to give refugees access to VET to 
meet the demand for labour and to reduce the risk that refugees would add to the growing 
precarious class of unskilled immigrants. As these organisations have a strong position in 
VET, this could give VET a key role in the integration process. In all three countries, recog-
nised refugees have the right to participate in school-based vocational education and appren-
ticeships on equal footing with native students. However, our study found that in Austria and 
Denmark, the actual opportunities for recognised refugees to enter the regular IVET system 
are very limited and that asylum seekers have no right to participate in the dual VET system. 
In Austria and Denmark, reforms in response to the so-called "refugee crisis" have reduced 
both groups' access to VET. This is due to new forms of temporary asylum, high admission 
requirements and the work first policy. The response in Germany was to expand both asylum 
seekers' and recognised refugees' access to VET, for example, by granting residence permits 
for the total training period and two additional years of employment. In addition, exten-
ded part-time vocational training in Germany supports refugees' combined acquisition of 
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 language and vocational skills. This is also possible in the special apprenticeship programme 
for refugees (IGU) in Denmark, which was introduced parallel to the restrictive reforms. 

How can we explain the differences between the three countries, whose VET systems have 
many similarities regarding structure and governance? We have found no substantial diffe-
rences in the position of the social partners in the three countries in relation to refugees, but 
the governments have reacted differently. In Austria (from 2016) and Denmark (from 2015), 
new governments took over with a strong anti-immigration agenda. In these two countries, 
an exclusionary political response became dominant, and the governments' negative positi-
on on immigration and refugees took precedence over their interest in upskilling refugees 
and immigrants in VET to meet the demands of the labour market. In contrast, the German 
government introduced new integrative measures in cooperation with employers to improve 
VET opportunities for refugees and asylum seekers.

All three countries have strong apprenticeship systems that are recognised and admired 
internationally for providing easy pathways to employment for disadvantaged youth (Preston 
& Green, 2008). However, our study has found that this does not include refugees because 
they, similar to immigrants, lack social networks that provide access to apprenticeships and 
are subject to discriminatory practices by some employers (Jeon, 2019). In addition, the shift 
in Austria and Denmark to granting only temporary asylum gives refugees and employers 
few incentives to enter into apprenticeships that have a duration of three to four years. A 
variety of initiatives in Germany, such as the Welcome Guides and the Danish apprentice-
ship programme for refugees (IGU), are successful examples of measures to combat these 
disadvantages. 

Our study shows that, to access and complete VET, refugees depend on supporting mea-
sures to overcome a variety of barriers in all domains of life. This is especially the case for 
women, who have very low participation rates in education and employment in all three 
countries. We have highlighted some key barriers and some promising initiatives to over-
come them in the three countries. It must be expected that refugees will continue to be a 
challenge for Europe due to armed conflicts, climate change and global inequalities. Therefo-
re, it is important to learn from the recent events in order to improve the general integration 
policy and the specific measures for refugees in VET for the next "refugee crisis". This study is 
mainly based on document studies in three countries. Further research is needed to explore 
the experiences of VET in other countries and to include the voices of the refugees themsel-
ves more directly. 
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