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Introduction 

The global economic crisis and the social problems associated with unemployment, and in 
particular with youth unemployment, have reinvigorated public debates around the contribu-
tion of VET to employability, productivity and economic growth in developed countries. The 
good economic performance and low levels of youth unemployment in countries with dual 
VET systems have provided good arguments to the advocates of dual apprenticeships in in-
ternational debates (Hoeckel et al., 2010). As a result of this, many governments in developed 
countries have shown great interest in adopting dual apprenticeships in their own national 
contexts with the aim of improving the employability of young adults and smoothening transi-
tions from education to work. The problem is that the model of dual apprenticeships that has 
been so successful in countries like Switzerland, Germany or Austria, it is not directly trans-
ferable to other national contexts due to its social and cultural embeddedness and the com-
plex institutional arrangements required for its effective implementation (Maurer and Gonon, 
2014).  

In 2014, the Jaume Bofill Foundation commissioned this literature review to a research 
team led by the Robert Owen Centre for Educational Change of the University of Glasgow1. As 
many other developed countries from Southern Europe, by that time Spain had started the 
adoption of a dual apprenticeship programme that was facing many challenges in its imple-
mentation. The aim of this literature review was not to question the adoption of the policy it-
self in Spain but to interrogate what challenges other developed countries faced when imple-
menting their dual apprenticeships programmes and how they managed to ensure its 
effective delivery. Specifically, the main objective of this literature review was to systematise 
evidence on international experiences of dual apprenticeships in different OECD countries 
(not only those with dual systems) and to provide theoretically informed and policy relevant 
insights on the challenges and dilemmas that any government would face in the process of 
implementing and scaling up this kind of interventions at a systemic level.  

Dual apprenticeships as a traveling policy 

A dual apprenticeship is what in international and comparative education has been defined 
as a ‘travelling policy’ (Ozga & Jones, 2006) or a ‘global education policy’ (Verger et al, 2012). 
These policies have solid historical, political and economic roots in specific countries but they 
have become global because of the action of international organizations, cooperation agencies, 
governments in other countries and a wide range of policy entrepreneurs (Halpin and Troyna, 
1995).  In this sense, these policies are the result of the globalisation of a particular localism. 
The selection of these local policies by international actors is not a random process and usual-
ly there are good reasons for selecting these policies over other alternatives. Promoters of du-
al apprenticeships have seen several advantages in this model of VET provision. Let’s start by 

                                                           
1 The research team included: Oscar Valiente (University of Glasgow), Rosario Scandurra (Universitat de Barcelo-

na), Adrian Zancajo (Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona) and Chris Brown (UCL Institute of Education). 
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clarifying what we mean by dual apprenticeship before we list the advantages that have been 
associated to them. 

Generally speaking, apprenticeships denote programmes of learning that combine part-
time formal education with training and experience at the workplace, and result in an exter-
nally recognised vocational qualification. The blending of learning of technical knowledge in 
the classroom and practical skills in the workplace distinguishes apprenticeships from other 
forms of vocational learning. On the one hand, apprenticeships differ from full-time vocational 
schooling because such schooling typically lacks any workplace-based component that is 
more substantial than short spells of work experience. On the other hand, apprenticeships dif-
fer from on-the-job training and labour market training programmes that typically lack a 
classroom-based component.  

Not all countries design and implement apprenticeship programmes in the same way. The 
dual VET systems in Germany, Austria or Switzerland have specific characteristics that make 
them different from other forms of apprenticeships and these differences could probably ex-
plain the great international attention that they have attracted. In dual VET systems there is a 
strong component of school based education and well organized employers associations and 
unions that are actively involved in the assurance of the quality of relevance of in-the-job 
training (Blossfeld and Stockmann 1998; Ryan 2012, Wolf 2011). This differs greatly from 
countries like the UK, where training standards for apprenticeships vary largely by occupa-
tion and sector and quite often require little off-the-job learning in the formal vocational edu-
cation system (Wolter and Ryan 2011). These differences oblige us to distinguish between 
simple forms of apprenticeship, which are subject to a weak regulation by the state and are 
oriented by a free market ethos; and dual forms of apprenticeships, which are subject to a 
strict institutional regulation and are oriented by the principles of social partnership between 
capital, labour and the state. We refer to “dual apprenticeships” and not to “dual systems of 
VET” because we do not want to restrict our analysis to Germanic countries and because in-
ternational research has shown that dual forms of apprenticeships exist to a greater or lesser 
extent in many developed countries (Ryan, 2000), and in many others there are local policy 
innovations and national reforms moving in that direction. 

Several potential advantages have been identified in dual apprenticeship programmes, par-
ticularly when compared to full time school-based VET systems. Firstly, the ‘situated learning’ 
that characterizes dual apprenticeships is for some learners both more motivating and easier 
to undertake than the less situated learning that characterizes classroom-based programmes 
(Gonon, 2009; Soskice, 1994). Secondly, the skills developed by apprentices benefit from the 
closeness of learning to production. Learners are exposed to both the production methods 
and the work requirements of actual workplaces rather than to classroom substitutes. And 
thirdly, dual apprenticeships are associated with smoother school-to-work transitions. Having 
taken an apprenticeship seems to have a positive impact in early labour market outcomes be-
cause of reasons outlined above and because of the acquisition of superior information and 
contacts in the labour market (Ryan, 2001). For these reasons, it is expected that students en-
rolled in dual apprenticeship programmes will be more employable than those enrolled in 
school-based VET. They will develop better practical skills, they will develop skills that are 
more relevant for the companies in their economic sector, and they will have better 
knowledge and networks to access a job.  

Dual apprenticeships have not escaped criticism even in countries with a long tradition of 
dual VET provision, but they still maintain a well deserved high level of international recogni-
tion for their achievements in making students' transition from school to work as smooth as 
possible. Furthermore, they are constantly benchmarked as examples of good practice by in-
ternational organizations when discussing the reform of VET systems internationally (Hoeck-
el et al., 2010). Attached to the international interest in dual apprenticeships, the Swiss and 
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the German national agencies for development cooperation, SDC and GIZ, have expended 
great efforts in transferring the dual VET system to many developing countries. In fact, the ex-
port of the dual VET system to developing countries has been the main focus of German voca-
tional and training cooperation for a long time. The failure of most of the international initia-
tives to export the dual VET system in the 80s and the 90s has led to a shared agreement that 
this is a model of VET that it is not directly transferable to other countries. Research on this 
field has shown that cultural and institutional contextual conditions do matter in terms of an 
effective implementation of dual forms of VET (Barabasch et al. 2009; Maurer and Gonon, 
2014; Stockmann 1997, 1999). The engagement of employers in the provision of training, the 
level of development of the chambers of commerce, the institutional capacity to monitor and 
evaluate the quality of the training in the workplace, the prestige of vocational studies and 
ability to reach agreements between social partners are some of the requirements that have 
been identified for an effective implementation of dual forms of VET.   

This recognition has not prevented the increasing international popularity of these pro-
grammes and the intense cooperation activity to implement them globally, but there has been 
a shift in the way cooperation agencies approach the transference of the dual VET system. In-
stead of trying to directly transfer the dual VET system as a technical solution, most of the ef-
forts are now concentrated in developing dual structures in order to gradually implement el-
ements of the dual VET system in accordance to specific features of the recipient countries. 
The emphasis on the reform of local institutions and governance structures has created great 
opportunities for technical cooperation in the development of new legal frameworks in recip-
ient countries. This new scenario also includes new opportunities for peer-to-peer coopera-
tion between international offices of the Swiss and German chambers of commerce and the 
chambers of commerce in developing countries.  

Being aware of these developments, our literature review aims to contribute to the debates 
on the transferability of dual apprenticeships with some specificity. Firstly, we will not ques-
tion the evidence base for the adoption of dual forms of VET or their effectiveness in the coun-
tries where they operate. We will focus just on the challenges and the policy dilemmas that 
policymakers encounter in the implementation and management of these policies once they 
have already decided to adopt them. Secondly, we will pay specific attention to the challenges 
of implementing dual apprenticeships at a large-scale level and not just keeping them as 
small-scale innovations. Thirdly, given the renewed interest for dual apprenticeships in de-
veloped countries in the post-recession scenario, we will limit our review of evidence to OECD 
countries. We expect that it will be easier to extract lessons for developed countries when we 
analyse the experience of countries that share some similar contextual conditions. Fourthly, 
and finally, the review of evidence will include several forms dual apprenticeship pro-
grammes and not just those in the well-known dual VET systems (i.e. Switzerland, Germany, 
Austria). Given the difficulty to directly transfer dual models of VET from one country to an-
other, we think that considering a wider diversity of dual apprenticeship models will be more 
useful than restricting the analysis to just one paradigmatic model.  

Theory driven literature review 

Overall, the systematic review of literature is defined as research that examines rigorous 
and transparent evidence produced by secondary sources for solving a problem previously 
conceptualized. Oakley (2012: vii) states that the purpose of a systematic review is to “arrive 
at a more comprehensive and trustworthy picture of the topic than is possible from individual 
pieces of research”. For this purpose, James et al. (2013: 5) argue that "good reviews, con-
ducted in a systematic and transparent way are a valuable tool for aiding policy making, since 
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they provide a 'short cut' to the pool of research knowledge in a given area”. Simultaneously, 
however, Oakley argues that systematic reviews can act as a valuable check on how 
knowledge has been used by the powerful and so bring policy makers to account: 

The lives of many people are touched by what policy-makers decide to do to promote health, education and welfare. It is therefore 

essential that policy decisions and strategies are founded on the best evidence, not only about what works, but about what people want 

and what they consider to be appropriate. At its heart, systematic reviewing is a tool of democracy. It exposes the policymaking 

process and the work of professionals and others to the standard of good evidence, and it opens up to public scrutiny the ‘academic’ 

business of collecting and analysing research. (2012, pp. vii–viii). 

Systematic reviews are, as Moss (2013) contends, as much a research tool to support demo-
cratic action in a Habermassian sense as they are an aid for more effective policy-making. The 
questions that guided our systematic review of the literature were: What policymakers in 
OECD countries need to know if they decide to implement a dual apprenticeship program? What 
kind of challenges and dilemmas they will have to face? In order to answer these research ques-
tions, we positioned our approach more towards the theory driven end of the systematic re-
view methodological spectrum. The aim of the review was to provide theoretically informed 
and policy relevant insights on the challenges and dilemmas that any government would face 
in the process of implementing dual apprenticeship programmes. We focused on collecting in-
sights around governance elements involved in the implementation of these programmes. 
Those elements are inserted in contextual and institutional characteristics and are based on 
endogenous experience of every single country. Rather than factors that can be evaluate inde-
pendently, our question deal with a broader and theoretical level. For this reason we centre 
our attention on a wide range of literature instead of focusing on evaluation studies that are 
more targeted to specific aspects of the policy. In other words, our literature review was more 
conceptual than aggregative (Sandelowski et al., 2011; Gough et al., 2012). 

The scope of our literature review was limited to studies on VET within OECD countries 
published in English after 2000. We initially searched in two ways. Firstly, carried out a Bool-
ean search in four relevant education and social sciences databases2 combining a list of search 
terms from different thematic blocks: apprenticeships (dual training, dual system, work-based 
training, etc…), skills (capability, competence, employability, etc…), labour (employment, 
wage, earning, recruitment, etc…), education level (secondary, high school, college, higher ed-
ucation, etc…) and countries (list of OECD countries). Secondly, recommendations on seminal 
literature were also sought from and provided by experts and colleagues in the field. The ref-
erences cited by the authors of these studies were also scanned through a snowballing strate-
gy. Search combination gave the result of 132 studies. Through applying exclusion criteria and 
assess the quality of studies extracted we end up with 32 studies. In addition 4 studies were 
added following the recommendations from experts in the field. This approach to sourcing lit-
erature, combined with the screening criteria and approaches to quality control, resulted in a 
total of 36 papers, studies, reports and books being reviewed (the list of references reviewed 
are available in the appendix) Data from the papers, studies and reports were then ‘extracted’ 
using a data extraction form; this enabled us to capture data on salient conceptual and theo-
retical fields, which was then used to develop our subsequent conceptual and theoretical 
frameworks.  

Following the process of data extraction we analysed our data in the following way. Firstly 
we applied a deductive theoretical approach: specifically, we had already conceived a theory 
of change based on the notion of realist synthesis (e.g. see Pawson, 2001), which seeks to ex-
plain and evaluate the barriers and drivers that underpin successful social interventions. We 
also combined this realist approach with the notion of the ‘logic model’, which argues that 
change can be determined through the identification of linear causality - from the inputs of an 

                                                           
2 These were: Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA); International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS); Science Di-

rect (Social Sciences); Scopus (Social Sciences) 
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intervention through to intermediary and then final outcomes through social mechanisms. In 
the line with our deductive approach, we then undertook a more inductive or grounded per-
spective to analyzing the data collected in the extraction forms (Strauss, 1987). In particular, 
we attempted to ascertain the themes and categories which emerged from the data and then: 
i) examine the relationships that existed between these categories; ii) to develop these into 
conceptual hierarchies with both horizontal and vertical theoretical linkages (i.e. linkages 
within and between hierarchies); and finally iii) ascertain how these might relate and aug-
ment our understanding of the various stages of the theory of change including the contextual 
factors. In its aggregative state our analysis of the data should also be taken to represent a 
range of policy-options that might be explored by policy-makers as they progress along a the-
ory of change allied to the contextual considerations that need to be taken into account when 
considering which options might work best. 

The literature review covered a wide range of references in terms of research design and 
national contexts. Most of the references had a theoretical focus (15), some of them were 
evaluations (7), some were quantitative (5), others qualitative (4), other studies were mixed 
method (4) and only one study was a literature review. Some of the studies were comparative 
or multi-country studies (7), and the country with more studies was the UK (9), followed by 
Switzerland and Germany (4 each), then the US and Canada (2 each), and we only reviewed 
one study for each of these countries: Norway, Netherlands, Italy, Ireland, Finland, Denmark, 
Austria and Australia.  Several methodological limitations can be identified in our review of 
the literature. Firstly, we only covered literature written in English; therefore we did not re-
view any evidence from the literature written for example in German, which has a long tradi-
tion of VET research. Secondly, our approach relied probably too much on the academic litera-
ture available in scientific databases because we did not significantly research 'grey' literature 
and the manual searching of journals and textbooks was reduced in scope. Thirdly, it was dif-
ficult to determine when a policy could be considered as a dual apprenticeship programme. 
We tried to follow Ryan (2000) in his definition of modern apprenticeships3 but sometimes, 
even after reading the full paper; it was difficult to determine the nature of the apprenticeship 
programmes under analysis. In the cases of dispute, we privileged country diversity in our 
sample of studies. 

Making dual apprenticeships attractive to employers 

It is generally assumed that companies’ and employers’ motivation to get involved in dual 
apprenticeships depends mainly on the individual assessment in terms of cost-benefit analy-
sis (Juul Jørgensen, 2011; Smith et al., 2011). Under this assumption, employers will be in-
volved in dual apprenticeships only of: the cost of the apprentice is lower than its productivity 
during the period in the company, or/and the investment in its training and selection com-
pensates for the additional cost of selecting the most able and well-trained candidates directly 
from the labour market. Dual apprenticeships offer employers the opportunity to gather more 
information about the capabilities of potential employees and screen the best candidates for 
the job (Askild and Nilsen, 2005). Dual apprenticeships seem to work as a signalling channel 
that displays the capabilities of learners in the workplace, so that employers can acquire sen-

                                                           
3 Ryan (2001) defines modern apprenticeships and provides a list of institutional requirements to be considered so: 1) the VET programme is 

divided into two components: one school-based and the other in the workplace; 2) it is a programme of initial VET that leads to the acquisi-

tion of a formal qualification; 3) qualification levels within the European context are equivalent to upper secondary or tertiary education; 4) 

the programme includes compensation in the form of a salary/benefit to the learner; 5) the direct costs of training apprentices in the work-

place are sponsored by the employer; 6) there is a formal contract or relationship between the learner and the employer that protects both par-

ties; 7) activity in the workplace is mainly aimed at training the apprentice; 8) there are actors within the company with the responsibility of 

defining training programmes, tutoring and/or evaluation. 
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sible information about the potential future performance of employees. Acemoglu and Pischke 
(1998) point out that a key factor for participation in dual apprenticeships is the possibility 
for the selection and recruitment of learners. In countries with a dual VET system, employers 
are more likely to select the best candidate for a future job and pay wages below the produc-
tivity of individual learners. The economic literature indicates that this process occurs only in 
the presence of some institutional factors that contribute to its effectiveness, such as the in-
volvement of committees in monitoring the learning contracts and labour regulations that 
discourage labour turnover (Acemoglu and Pischke, 1998). In addition, these countries have 
been historically characterized by high employment stability, low wage flexibility and strong 
occupational safety (ILO, 2012; Estevez-Abe et al., 2001). However, this cost-benefit analysis 
is not the only element that needs to be taken into account to understand the motivation of 
employers. This analysis is affected by the intrinsic conditions of the firm (size, production 
sector, type of production environment), the economic cycle of expansion or recession, the in-
centives put in place by the state and other social arrangements and institutional considera-
tions.   

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have features (e.g., a lack of economies of scale, lack 
of organizational capacity, specificity of economic activity and the diversification of tasks to be 
developed), which might make their participation in dual apprenticeships more difficult. In 
dual VET systems, the participation of SMEs is very significant because it is eased by the insti-
tutional support provided by the cambers of commerce. These institutions create their own 
training centres that complement the training that takes place in the workplace in SMEs. In 
these cases, the establishment of institutional mechanisms and cooperation allow SMEs to op-
erate as a network in order to have access to planning and the provision of training in the 
workplace, which large companies are sometimes more likely to do by themselves. Firm size 
can also be an impediment when policymakers try to establish a dialogue to reform or change 
their VET system. In Anglo-Saxon countries (Ryan, 2006), all attempts to involve employers in 
the management of VET have only been able to attract large employers. Small firms have been 
systematically uninvolved in training in the English context (Fuller and Unwin, 2004). In Eng-
land, the industrialization of the country and the prevalence of the service sector have also 
hindered the development of dual apprenticeships (Hogarth et al., 2011).  

Dual apprenticeships are more attractive to employers in periods of economic growth and 
labour shortage (Brunello, 2009; Askild and Nielsen, 2005). Some of the evidence reviewed 
suggests that the number of learners tends to fall more rapidly during periods of recession 
(Brunello, 2009). Employers adjust their own needs to increase competitiveness in the short 
term and to minimize training costs. Moreover, in periods of economic recession and high un-
employment, the manufacturing sector tends to hire higher educated apprentices (OECD, 
2010), thereby worsening the job opportunities of learners with lower or no qualifications 
(Behrens, 2008). Young people respond to reduced training and career opportunities by stay-
ing in school longer in order to get higher qualifications and gain access to higher education. 
Bassanini and Brunello (2008) pointed out that training policies are not necessarily the only 
tools available and are perhaps not the best for supporting training in a phase of prolonged 
recession. Askild and Nilsen (2005) arrived to similar conclusions for the Norwegian case, 
where employers’ demand for apprentices seemed to be very affected by the economic cycle. 
This pattern may be due to the demand for labour, but will also be compatible with the hy-
pothesis of long-term investment. 

State intervention plays also a decisive role when it comes to mitigating the cost of training 
for employers. Under dual apprenticeship schemes the cost of training is shared between em-
ployers and the state (Troltsch and Walden, 2011). Historically, state intervention has been 
decisive in the presence of negative economic cycles, which produced a sharp decline in the 
supply of training opportunities (Juul and Jørgensen, 2011). In Germany, the state has funded 



7 

 7 

the cost of work-based training during economic stagnation, contributing to the maintenance 
of the dual model. Thus, the objective of these strategies is to maintain an economic and social 
model, which represents the joint efforts of the state, employers and trade unions, and that re-
lies heavily in the formation and utilisation of medium-low and medium-high skilled workers 
by the industry (Culpepper and Thelen, 2008; Heinz, 2000). Moreover, state intervention may 
be enhanced to meet the needs of certain strategic sectors (Twigg, 2012; D'Agostino et al., 
2010). This is a government proactive move to prevent long-term structural problems, seek-
ing to enhance the competitiveness of its industry and/or mitigating the shortage of skills in 
the market in the long term (Lehman, 2000; O'Connor, 2006; Vickerstaff, 2007).  

Employer’s involvement in dual apprenticeships is also affected by the social arrangements 
with trade unions. This element varies considerably and depends on many factors such as the 
structure of the economic system, the organization and institutionalization of trade union 
bodies, institutional culture and the history of relations between employers and employees, as 
well as the level of recognition of these entities. An example of the importance of trade union 
participation is the Irish model of dual apprenticeships, which attempted to implement an "in-
stitutional development system" (Ryan, 2005). The lack of cooperation among unions has 
been the primary reason for the failure of former reform attempts in Ireland (O'Connor, 
2006). In Denmark, employers and union representatives sit on the boards of directors of pro-
fessional schools (Bosch and Charest, 2008; Juul Jørgensen, 2011). In the Netherlands, a cen-
tral board of social partners works with representatives of vocational schools to develop qual-
ifications and curriculum-linked training (Brockmann et al., 2011; ILO, 2012). In these 
countries, the unions are engaged in developing the vocational training system, which makes 
them co-responsible for the implementation and sustainability of the model. In countries with 
dual VET systems, the dialogue between employers, unions and the government it has been 
formalised through different institutions at the federal, state and regional levels, with the aim 
of ensuring that all the interests are represented in the governance of the system. This feature 
is present in all countries with a dual tradition, but not only in these countries. The participa-
tion of social partners within the company has direct effects on the degree of legitimacy and 
acceptance of dual apprenticeships (Wahab, 2011). The collective representation of employ-
ers, unions and professional organizations and the social arrangements are key aspects to ex-
plain the success of dual apprenticeships in many of these countries (Kammerman et al., 
2011). 

Finally, it has to be said that the involvement of employers also depends on their own en-
gagement with the social goals of VET and their trust in the sustainability of the apprentice-
ship system. Employers need to be convinced that the apprenticeship system is a solid en-
deavour with a significant impact on the economy and society. Otherwise, they will see their 
involvement in the initiative as an unnecessary risk for their company. Dual VET systems have 
been developed thanks to the strong involvement of stakeholders but also thanks to the de-
termined and sustainable action of the state, that has developed together with other stake-
holders a solid legal framework and governance mechanisms. The government should play a 
coordinating role and act as a "facilitator and regulator" of apprenticeship schemes in order to 
ensure their sustainability. This involves ensuring dialogue and making the benefits of such an 
alliance tangible (Betts and Smith, 2006). In some countries, e.g. England, France and Italy, 
governments offer employers the possibility of participating in the governing bodies of VET; 
however, this does not always imply a real and effective stakeholder participation in the man-
agement of the system (ILO, 2012). The relationship between social actors reinforces the path 
dependency of countries, providing a system of collective decision-making and ensuring VET 
coordination as part of active labour market policies (Alex and Stooss, 1996; Flude and 
Sieminski, 1999; Soskice, 1994; Heinz, 2000). This allows for equilibrium between the provi-
sion of training opportunities and unions' acceptance of relatively low wages for apprentices 
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(Steedman, 2005). In addition, the sustainability of dual apprenticeships and their results de-
pend heavily on the political interests of trade associations and their relative power to influ-
ence political agendas.  

Making dual apprenticeships attractive to students 

It is generally assumed that students in dual apprenticeships choose these studies because 
they want to earn a wage while they study and because they want a smooth and rapid transi-
tion into the labour market once they finish their studies (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Green, 
2006; Bol and Werfhorst, 2013). This can be true for certain students’ profiles, but not for all 
of them. Dual apprenticeships must meet certain conditions if they want to attract a large 
number of students with very different profiles. Some of these conditions include the right 
balance of generic and specific skills in the curriculum and effective regulatory and evaluation 
mechanisms that ensure the high quality of the training in the workplace.  

The tension between general and specific skills is one of the key elements to constructing a 
quality dual apprenticeship. In terms of labour market insertion, companies require an opti-
mal combination of general and specific skills. More and more the labour market demands a 
workforce with sound general skills, such as the ability to work in teams or the ability to 
learn, rather than just a series of specific tasks to be performed following pre-established pro-
cesses (Heinz, 2000). With this new focus on general skills, preference is given to the combi-
nation of different knowledge and skills in specific contexts, rather than for the intrinsic speci-
ficity of a particular knowledge. An example of these changes on the VET system is 
modularization. The definition of a professional profile is not well established by a sequential 
and unambiguous curriculum; rather, it is the result of selection and the individualization of 
learning, which leads to the ability to use these skills in a variety of fields (Pilz, 2012). The ad-
aptation of the VET curriculum to face the demands of a changing market is very important 
for assessing the effectiveness of dual apprenticeships. Dual apprenticeships schemes should 
place a strong emphasis on the development of these generic skills if they want to prepare 
their students for the new demands of today’s labour markets.  

Generic skills are very important for certain students’ profiles not only because they give 
them the opportunity to find jobs in very different companies and occupations, but also be-
cause they give students the possibility of continuing their education at a higher level, either 
at the finalisation of their apprenticeship or at a later stage of their life. When policymakers 
suggest that dual apprenticeships can be a good way to improve the attractiveness and social 
prestige of VET, usually they have in mind a particular student social profile. This potential 
dual student is characterized by low educational expectations, a certain risk aversion associ-
ated with educational investment, low confidence and likely poor results in earlier stages of 
education. A dual apprenticeship policy that seeks to meet this target population will mainly 
focus on ensuring a good match between students’ capabilities and companies’ needs, and will 
place more emphasis on developing the specific skills that the student needs to get a job in 
this sector. On the other hand, if policymakers want to attract students to the VET route who 
might otherwise choose the academic route, then the dual apprenticeship programme will 
need to have additional characteristics. Most of the students that typically pursue academic 
routes likely come from higher social backgrounds, are less risk averse and have higher edu-
cational expectations. To attract these students to VET, dual apprenticeships need to provide 
training at the higher standards of quality, a training that meets the demands from the most 
competitive companies in the sector, but also a training that meets the requirements from the 
education system to continue studies at a higher level. Giving access to higher levels of educa-
tion depends on the academic barriers that VET students face in certain countries, and also 
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depends on the emphasis placed by the VET curriculum in developing these generic and core 
cognitive skills. Without these skills, young apprentices will not be able to succeed in their 
higher education studies. 

One of the main challenges for dual apprenticeships is transforming the workplace into a 
space for high quality training. A tension exists between the idea of learning designed as a ge-
neric and transferable component (Guile and Okumoto, 2007) and the idea of the workplace 
as the best context for learning how to apply these knowledge and skills (Collins and Evans, 
2007; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Juul Jørgensen, 2011). Acquiring "deep" tacit knowledge requires ap-
prentices to be actually integrated within the social group that shares this experience and 
have that specific knowledge. The possibility for apprentices to be inserted into a work-based 
environment not only gives them the opportunity to acquire knowledge and socialize within 
the workplace, but also provides an advantage by establishing a set of social/professional ties. 
This provides apprentices with a kind of meta-knowledge of how the labour market works 
and serves as a contextual complement to their enhanced human capital (Burt, 2001; Grano-
vetter, 1995). Dual apprenticeships not only act as a means for acquiring regulated and stand-
ardized professional qualifications (Fuller and Unwin, 2003; Onstenk, 2003), but also provide 
a period of socialization and personality development for young adults (Heinz, 1996 and 
2000; Walden, 2007). Apprentices are more likely to incorporate work values by being part of 
a larger group of peers (Hogarth et al., 2009) and by experiencing real labour relations. As 
part of this experience, dual apprenticeships must offer some legal protection to the learner 
and the employer in a form of a contract. This contract should determine rights and obliga-
tions from both parties, the duration of the apprenticeship, the learning programme, the 
methods of assessment and the certification process (ILO, 2012). The contract has great sym-
bolic value for the apprentice because it regulates the working conditions and the training re-
ceived in the workplace (OECD, 2010). Joining the labour market is not only about getting a 
job and receiving a pay, it is about becoming a member of a functional community of labour 
relations and a specific work culture (Heinz, 2000; Vickerstaff, 2007; Taylor and Freeman, 
2011). Making dual apprenticeships attractive to students also means providing the condi-
tions for a successful integration into this set of regulated social relations.   

The quality of the training in the workplace cannot be guaranteed just by a contract, other 
resources, regulations and evaluation mechanisms are also necessary. The availability of ex-
perienced and well-trained trainers and mentors in the workplace is one of these prerequi-
sites (Fillietaz, 2011; Rakkolainen, 2001; Tynjälä, 2005; Tynjälä and Välimaa Sarja, 2003). 
Trainers, in cooperation with schoolteachers, are responsible for the integration of the learn-
ing in the workplace into the whole educational experience. This integration can be promoted 
using different pedagogical tools such as individualised learning plans, educational projects, 
learning diaries, portfolios and learning groups (Tynjälä Virtanen, 2008). In addition to the 
availability of well-trained trainers, companies must offer adequate spaces and facilities for 
the training of the apprentices. This infrastructure is not always available in companies; 
therefore an external body has to be responsible for the inspection of the training environ-
ment in the workplace. The evaluation and monitoring of dual apprenticeships is a key ele-
ment to guarantee the quality of the learning. In most of the countries the evaluation and 
monitoring responsibilities are exercised mainly by the state, but responsibilities are quite of-
ten shared with other social partners. In some cases, the department responsible for the eval-
uation of apprenticeships is Department for Education (Germany, Denmark and the Nether-
lands); while in others, it is the Department of Finance (Austria) or the Department of Labour 
(Ireland). These departments can exercise direct control of the system (Austria, Netherlands) 
or may delegate authority to a specific body responsible for the apprenticeships (Denmark, 
Ireland and Germany), as is the case for the German Federal Institute for Vocational Training 
(BIBB). Dual apprenticeships can be regulated either by national or regional institutions and 
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the task of defining the content and the methods of training usually are shared between dif-
ferent actors. In Germany, chambers of commerce have a leading role in determining the 
training standards for specific occupations and they authorize and oversee the conditions of 
companies offering apprenticeships. Different governance arrangements with more or less in-
volvement of social partners are present in different countries, but the common element to all 
of them is that the evaluation and monitoring of apprenticeships is a key element for ensuring 
the quality of the training in the workplace. 

A mode of conclusion 

The success of political reforms depends largely on how different policy designs interact 
with the social and economic contexts in which they are implemented, and how social actors 
react to these interventions. Our literature review has systematised international evidence on 
some of the challenges and dilemmas that governments in OECD countries face when they 
want to implement large-scale dual apprenticeship programmes. We suggest that the main 
challenge they face is to make dual apprenticeships attractive to both employers and students. 
On the one hand, governments need to understand that, although some employers might have 
good economic reasons for getting involved in dual apprenticeships programmes, making at-
tractive this policy to the rest of the employers will require a decisive action from the state. 
This action can take the form of economic incentives targeted to SMEs and specific economic 
sectors, or even general economic incentives in order to keep the programme economically 
attractive to employers during periods of economic recession. Moreover, and beyond its eco-
nomic dimension, governments need to get employers’ associations and chambers of com-
merce involved in the governance of the programme in order to convince individual employ-
ers of the social good associated to the intervention and its long-term sustainability. On the 
other hand, governments cannot expect many students to be interested in dual apprentice-
ships just because it is offered a pay and there are high probabilities of a quick insertion in the 
labour market. Dual apprenticeships must meet certain conditions if they want to attract a 
large number of students, particularly if they want to attract students with good academic 
records and high educational expectations. Some of these conditions include the right balance 
of generic and specific skills in the curriculum, well-trained trainers and learning conditions 
in the workplace, a solid regulatory and evaluation mechanisms participated by social part-
ners that ensure the high quality of the training in the workplace. 

The challenge of making dual apprenticeships attractive both to employers and students 
raises a dilemma for policymakers between keeping pilot programmes as small-scale innova-
tions or trying to scale them-up into systemic reforms of their VET provision. Small-scale in-
novations often are designed to serve the needs of strategic sectors of the economy that de-
mand for a highly skilled manual workforce and that have the capacity and the willingness to 
invest in the attraction and training of talent. These small-scale innovations will have a signifi-
cant impact only on a small proportion of students and will co-exist with traditional struc-
tures of VET. Scaling-up these innovative experiences, as we have seen in this literature re-
view, would require increasing public expenditure in the incentives offered to employers, the 
development of new regulation and institutional capacity, and the reform of governance 
structures in order to include social partners in the management of the system. It is not sur-
prising that many countries have not been able or have decide not to scale-up exemplar pilot 
experiences of dual apprenticeships to a systemic level. 
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