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The standing and status of vocational education and training in Denmark 

Vibe Aarkrog, Danish School of Education, Aarhus University 

Abstract  
Looking at the current figures for enrolment and completion, vocational education and 

training (VET) in Denmark is in a bad way. Over the course of the last 15 years, significantly 

fewer students have enrolled in VET, whereas enrolments in general upper secondary 

education have increased. Furthermore, approximately half the students enrolling in VET do 

not complete the programme. This has been widely interpreted as reflecting a loss of prestige 

for VET. This article examines assumptions regarding the reasons for the low standing and 

status of VET among young people that inspired the initiatives comprising the 2014 reform of 

Danish VET. It also summarises the findings of research on the impact of these initiatives. 

Concluding that the 2014 reform has had no impact on either enrolment or completion rates, 

the article provides a number of explanations for the lack of effect; explanations that can be 

used to assess the likelihood of success for current and future measures to improve the 

standing and status of VET.   

Keywords: Standing, reform, transition, admission, pedagogy, VET students. 

Introduction 
Two main challenges influence the standing of vocational education and training (VET) in 

Denmark. Firstly, too few students enrol in a VET programme; secondly, too few of those 

students who do enrol complete their programmes of study. The enrolment rate into VET 

from lower secondary education, i.e. following nine or ten years of schooling, has fallen 

significantly during the last 15 years. In 2002, around one-third of that cohort enrolled in 

VET directly after completing lower secondary education. Today, the number is less than 

one-fifth of a cohort (UVM, 2019). The low intake has alarmed politicians, and researchers 

have forecasted that, by 2025, Denmark will have a shortfall of 70.000 skilled workers 

(Arbejderbevægelsens Erhvervsråd 2016).  

The low intake has been interpreted as a sign of low standing, i.e. that young people, 

influenced by their parents and peers, do not want to enrol in VET because it is not 

sufficiently prestigious. Instead, they choose the other main youth education track: general 

upper secondary education, which attracts the majority of young people, with approximately 

three-quarters of a cohort enrolling upon completion of lower secondary education. 
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Among the students who enrol in VET, only around half of them complete the programme 

and obtain a qualification, the dropout rate having increased by 150 %. since 1990 (Grønborg 

et al., 2013). For many years, dropout has been a primary focus in Danish VET research and 

policy (Bregendal & Broch, 1994; Gam, Panton & Sapiro, 2005) Although a well-researched 

issue (Jørgensen, 2011a; Author et al 2018) and the focus of many developmental projects, 

dropout remains the paramount problem. 

This article outlines the assumptions related to the two challenges above that inspired the 

drafting of the VET reform 2014, before examining the impact of the reform in terms of these 

challenges and subsequent revisions in more reforms. 

The Danish VET system 
To understand the initiatives in the latest reforms of VET, a brief introduction to Danish VET 

is necessary. Danish VET includes around 102 programmes, further divided into 300 

specialisations and tracks (https://www.ug.dk/uddannelser/erhvervsuddannelser). VET 

programmes are hosted at four types of VET colleges: agricultural, commercial, technical and 

social &healthcare colleges. The teachers comprise teachers with qualifications for either 

teaching in lower secondary or general upper secondary programmes as well as teachers with 

qualifications as skilled workers within an occupation. The latter must complete a 60 ECTS 

teacher-training programme at diploma level, alongside teaching in the VET college.  

Danish VET is organised according to the so-called dual principle. Students embark on a 

VET programme with a basic course that mostly takes place at one of the four 

aforementioned types of VET college. The curriculum of the basic course usually includes a 

combination of vocational subjects and general subjects that are relevant for the specific 

programme. As will be described below, in the latest reform, the first part of the basic course 

has become relatively more general. After 6-12 months, the students apply for an 

apprenticeship and continue alternating between practical training within an enterprise and 

school-based training (main course). Students spend between half and two-thirds of their time 

in workplace-based training, depending on the specific programme. A main challenge in 

relation to the main courses is to relate the school-based and workplace-based parts of the 

programmes, which is currently generating a demand for strengthening the cooperation 

between the VET colleges and the workplaces. The programme duration is typically 3.5-4 

years, but can vary from two to more than six years. The social partners (i.e. employee and 

employer organisations and the association of local government authorities) actively 

https://www.ug.dk/uddannelser/erhvervsuddannelser
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participate at all levels of the system and strongly influence the development of VET 

programmes. Importantly, VET is one of two main tracks of the youth education system, the 

other being general upper secondary education. The VET programmes recruit adults as well 

as young people, all of whom attend the same colleges and sometimes the same classes. 

However, adults may secure some reductions in study time, and, particularly, the practical 

workplace-based training, based on an assessment of prior learning, for example if they have 

worked in jobs that are relevant to the VET programme in question. However, this article 

focuses on young people in VET, because the 2014 reform was primarily aimed at this group. 

The 2014 reform of VET 
Since the adoption of the dual principle in 1956 in Denmark, reforms have centred on the 

balance between practical training and general education, both in terms of quantity and 

location. One argument has been that young people need to have time to make the right 

educational choices. To support this, VET has been organised with a relatively long college-

based general introductory course. Meanwhile, it has also been argued that VET students are 

often tired of the academically oriented book learning that dominates lower secondary 

education. They hope that VET will provide a welcome alternative, with a focus on 

practically oriented learning. To this end, it has been the ambition that students should 

encounter vocational practice and work life as early as possible in the programme. However, 

this has proven to be more difficult than providing a broad, general gateway to VET, in part 

because many employers do not want to sign a contract with younger students. The 2014 

reform is an example of an initiative supporting a broad, general gateway to VET.  

A number of,  and to some degree,  research-informed assumptions about the low intake to 

VET guided the latest reform, which was drafted in 2013, adopted in 2014, and implemented 

in August 2015. The reform was named “Better and more attractive vocational education and 

training” (UVM, 2014) - attractiveness being a guiding star in drafting the reform. The 

reform included the following four targets:  

1. More students should enrol in VET directly after 9th or 10th grade. By 2020, at least 

25 pct. of a cohort should enrol in VET directly after 9th or 10th grade, increasing to 

30 pct. by 2025. 

2. More students should complete a VET programme. The completion rate should be at 

least 60 pct. by 2020 and at least 67 pct. by 2025.  

3. VET should challenge all students to become as skilled as possible. 
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4. The trust in VET and student well-being at VET colleges should be strengthened.  

Focusing on VET for young people, the following is an elaboration of the reform’s main 

assumptions and corresponding initiatives.  

Guidance and counselling in relation to VET should be strengthened 

For a number of years, research has pointed to a hierarchy within youth education, with 

general upper secondary education being the most prestigious, followed by the commercial 

programmes and, at the opposite end of the scale, the technical, and social and healthcare 

programmes (Andreasen et al, 1997; Dyssegaard et al., 2014). A longitudinal study of young 

people’s considerations when choosing an educational pathway showed that, according to the 

young people themselves, the guidance and counselling they received at the lower secondary 

level focused on general upper secondary programmes, with VET as the in the young 

people’s opinion, an annoying second choice (EVA, 2015). VET was presented as an offer to 

those students expected to struggle to complete a general upper secondary education 

programme: the so-called ‘leftovers’ (Juul, 2012).  

Prior to the 2014 reform, students in the final years of lower secondary education held 

meetings with a guidance counsellor, who provided information about possible educational 

and career pathways. The students also had some opportunities to visit youth educational 

institutions, i.e. the high schools providing general upper secondary education and the various 

VET colleges. Some students were offered one week of workplace training in order to get a 

better idea of a particular occupational field; for instance, encountering the tasks involved 

when working as a qualified electrician. However, research has shown that guidance 

counsellors generally know more about general upper secondary education than about VET. 

This is - among other things - because counsellors have themselves generally been educated 

within the general and academic education system, with no personal experience with VET 

(EVA, 2007). To challenge young people’s educational choices, the reform introduced a 

compulsory five-day course for students in the 8th grade. The course is intended to introduce 

VET and challenge students’ educational prejudices with a particular focus on students seen 

as not sufficiently mature, both socially and academically, to start a youth education 

programme. The reform specified that guidance provision should involve close cooperation 

between counsellors at municipal guidance centres and teachers in lower secondary schools, 

with guidance seen as educational content to be integrated within the general curriculum. 
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However, in relation to the guidance counsellors’ poor knowledge about VET, the reform 

made no mention of the training of guidance counsellors.  

In the Danish school system, there is an optional 10th year of primary and lower secondary 

education. This 10th year is aimed at young people who, upon completing the compulsory 9th 

grade, are uncertain about which youth education programme to choose, who need to 

improve their grades or who are not sufficiently mature socially and personally to be able to 

cope as student in a youth education programme. In cooperation with VET colleges, a 

number of these 10th grade classes have specialised in preparing students for VET. The 

reform reinforced and formalised this cooperation by establishing a 10th grade VET 

specialisation: EDU10. EDU10 targets young people who - although motivated to enrol in 

VET – either cannot fulfil the entrance requirements or remain unsure of what to choose. 

EDU10 seeks to enhance students’ results in Danish and mathematics, and 30 pct. of the 

lessons take place at a VET college.  

Apart from the 10th grade, young people could qualify for entering youth education through 

training at so-called production schools. Production schools offer practical training for young 

people under the age of 25 who have not completed a youth education programme. The role 

of the production schools was strengthened in the reform, including closer cooperation with 

VET colleges through the ‘combined youth education’ programme.1 

Young people need time to make up their minds about educational choices 

One assumption regarding the low intake and high dropout rates within VET is that young 

people (15-17 years old) need time to make up their minds about educational choices 

(Kristensen, 2013), and that it is important to distinguish between educational dropout and 

changed educational preference (Nielsen & Jørgensen, 2013). A study among 7000 students 

in VET showed that approximately one-third of the students had doubts about their choice of 

education (Brown, Vestergaard & Katznelson, 2011).  A current longitudinal study 

combining surveys and interviews follows young people for four years after completing 8th 

grade and shows that young people focus on retaining a broad scope of possibilities for as 

long as possible (EVA, 2018). This result provides one explanation for young people’s 

preference for general upper secondary programmes: Completing general upper secondary 

education takes three years, enabling the students to become more mature, while postponing 

                                                 
1 The combined youth education programme has since been abolished. FGU (preparatory basic education) has been 
established as an alternative, please see below. 
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making a decision regarding future profession. While previous generations chose the same 

trade or line of work as their parents, young people today need to take their time and reflect 

on the direction they want to take, both in terms of education and life in general (Juul & 

Pless, 2015). Consequently, they allow themselves to be in doubt as to whether they have 

made the right educational choice.   

The need for time to consider educational choices could also be deduced from the fact that 

before the reform the basic course that served as introduction to the commercial programmes 

within VET was particularly popular among young people and their parents (Brown, 

Vestregaard & Katznelson, 2011). While most of the basic introductory VET courses had a 

duration of around six months, the commercial basic course lasted up to two years, giving 

students more time to decide what they wanted to study. As such, students used the basic 

commercial course as an alternative to the three-year, more academic general upper 

secondary programmes. Having completed the commercial basic course, some students 

would continue within a commercial programme while others would shift to other VET 

programmes or to general education (Newinsight, 2009). Thus, a number of the young people 

did not use the commercial basic course as the intended gateway to one of the commercial 

programmes, but as a general programme for clarifying their future educational pathway.2  

Another assumption in relation to prolonging the basic course was that, as they get older, 

young people become more mature and thereby better at making sustainable educational 

decisions. For that reason, it was decided that the basic course should only be prolonged for 

the students, who enrolled in VET directly from 9th or 10th grade.  

Based on the assumption that young people need time to choose an educational pathway, the 

reform sought to simplify the structure of the basic VET courses, offering young people a 

choice of fewer, relatively broad gateways to VET. The previous 12 courses were merged 

into four: 1. Care, health, and pedagogy; 2. Office, trade, and business service; 3. Food, 

agriculture, and events; and 4. Technology, construction, and transport. Furthermore, to give 

students time to make up their minds, most of the basic courses (apart from the commercial) 

were prolonged by establishing two modules, 1 and 2, each lasting half a year and named 

‘basic course 1’ and ‘basic course 2’. Basic courses 1 and 2 are targeted at young people 

                                                 
2 In Norway, students begin VET with a two-year school-based course (VG1 and VG2), which might be one 
explanation as to why VET enrolment rates in Norway are significantly higher than in Denmark.  
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enrolling in VET directly after completing lower secondary education (9th or 10th grade), 

while young adults aged 18-24 should only complete basic course 2. Those aged 25 and over 

complete an assessment of prior learning gauging whether they should complete basic course 

2 in its entirety or only parts of it. Upon entering basic course 2, students were expected to 

have chosen their educational pathway, thus enabling them to focus on a specific vocational 

programme, for example as a carpenter or a social and healthcare assistant. Having completed 

basic course 2, students should continue in one of the related main programmes where they – 

as was previously the case –alternate between practical workplace training and practical 

training and education at a VET college.  

The admission requirements were too lax 

Until the reform in 2014, VET had a reputation of being inclusive (Cort, 2008), in the sense 

that anybody had a right to enrol in a VET-programme after completing lower secondary 

education. The political objective that 95 pct. of a youth cohort should complete a youth 

education programme put pressure on VET to admit those students who were not admitted 

into general upper secondary education and ensure that they obtained a VET qualification, 

among other things by establishing short programmes and partial qualifications. This, in turn, 

put pressure on VET teachers, who were expected to function as both teachers and social 

workers (Koudahl, 2011). However, the drawback of inclusiveness was a lack of prestige. To 

restore VET’s reputation and educate proficient skilled workers, as demanded by the 

Confederation of Danish Employers, it was decided to establish admission requirements for 

VET programmes. Research pointed to a correlation between grades at lower secondary level 

and completion of VET: the higher the student’s grade point average, the more likely he or 

she would complete VET (Hvidtfeldt & Tranæs, 2013). After a lengthy debate, where the 

Social Democrats and left-wing parties opposed the idea, the parties eventually agreed to 

establish admissions requirements of 02 in Danish and 02 in mathematics at the 9th/10th grade 

exams. The grade 02 is the minimum passing grade. Furthermore, young people who failed to 

obtain a grade of 02 or above in Danish and mathematics could attend courses during the 

summer holiday with the aim of retaking and passing the exams. In addition to the grade 

requirements, the individual young person’s ‘educational readiness’ is assessed; i.e., whether 

he or she is sufficiently socially and personally mature to complete a VET programme. 

Concerning the issue of inclusiveness, it is important to note that the 02 requirements meant 

that 23 pct. of the students who enrolled in VET in August 2014 (i.e. before the reform) 
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would not have been admitted in August 2015, after the reform’s implementation (Flarup et 

al., 2015). 

VET needs a youth-oriented learning environment 
With VET intended as a youth education programme, it was a cause for concern that the 

average age among students enrolling in the basic courses was 21. Thus, a large group of 

students in VET have embarked upon the programme as young adults or adults. Students 

entering VET had often attended and dropped out of other educational programmes, typically 

general upper secondary education, or had unskilled jobs before deciding to enrol in VET. 

Research has shown that young students in VET felt they were too young to attend the 

programmes, expressing that the VET colleges had established an adult-oriented rather than a 

youth-oriented learning environment (EVA, 2013a), and that it is important for young people 

to belong to a youth community (Brown, Vestergaard & Katznelson, 2011). VET colleges 

that already focused on improving the learning environment for young students – often 

inspired by general upper secondary programmes at high schools – reported that doing so 

enhanced learning and retention in VET (DCUM, 2009). In order to motivate students to 

enrol in VET upon completion of lower secondary education, one of the  initiatives in the 

reform was to establish youth-oriented learning environments at VET colleges, including 

segregating young and adult students.3 

The goal of establishing a youth-oriented learning environment was combined with an 

ambition to more clearly segregate young and adult students. To this end, the reform 

developed a specific VET for adults programme. This programme comprises three tracks 

corresponding to the adults’ level of practical and academic qualifications. Before the reform, 

VET had a practice for assessing prior learning and estimating credits that was aimed at both 

young and older students. The reform entailed reorganizing the practice for assessment of 

prior learning.4 

                                                 
3 One of the challenges in relation to establishing a youth-oriented learning environment was to define the characteristics of this 

environment, the aim being to establish a vocational youth education environment and thereby clearly distinguish the learning 

environment at VET colleges from that at high schools (gymnasium).   

 
4 Having a focus in the article on the young people in VET, issues related to VET for adults will not be elaborated.  
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Transition to higher education makes VET more attractive 

Until the 2014 reform, VET in Denmark has mainly been focused on providing qualifications 

for skilled work; access to higher education has generally required a general upper secondary 

qualification. As such, only 3% of students with a VET qualification continued by enrolling 

in short-cycle higher education - i.e. ‘academy profession programmes’, which are placed at 

level 5 in the national qualifications framework (NQF), such as the building technician 

programme. 5.4% of students with a VET qualification continued by enrolling in medium-

cycle higher education - i.e. ‘professional bachelor programmes’, which are placed at NQF 

level 6, such as the bachelor of nursing programme (Jensen, Christensen & Larsen, 2012). 

Based on research, a number of recommendations were made to support the transition from 

VET to higher education, including strengthening guidance in and after VET, informing 

students about possible routes into higher education, and ensuring that both teachers and 

workplaces have knowledge about the opportunities for post-VET higher education 

(Frederiksen, Hersom & Jørgensen, 2012). 

When drafting the reform, and with inspiration from the Swiss VET-system, one assumption 

was that young people refrained from choosing VET because doing so would mean losing the 

opportunity of continuing into higher education. Young people with aspirations of enrolling 

in a higher education programme chose general upper secondary programmes rather than 

VET. This was seen as one explanation for the low standing of VET. Furthermore, in the 

years leading up to the reform, a central issue in relation to VET was to ensure that all 

students’ learning potential is fulfilled through the introduction of differentiated instruction. 

Consequently, it was important that the reform support VET in attracting young people 

proficient in academically oriented book learning.  VET programmes should not only provide 

qualifications for the labour market, but also give access to higher education. The reform 

provided access to academy profession programmes from VET programmes with a duration 

of at least three years. Furthermore, the reform stipulated that VET colleges should offer core 

general upper secondary subjects (such as mathematics, Danish and English) at advanced 

levels to ensure that VET qualifications comply with admission requirements within higher 

education. Finally, the reform should prepare the ground for a clarification of how VET 

qualifications could qualify students for relevant higher educational programmes.  

The EUX programme was seen as the central means of obtaining access to higher education 

through VET. EUX is a hybrid programme (Jørgensen & Lindvig, 2011) that combines a 

general upper secondary qualification and a VET qualification and thereby offers access to 
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higher education on an equal footing to those choosing general upper secondary programmes. 

EUX had existed within selected VET programmes prior to the reform, since 2013. In order 

to improve access to higher education, the reform spread EUX to more programmes, 

including all commercial programmes and an increasing number of programmes within the 

three other broad gateways to VET. 

The quality of the training should be improved 

During the years leading up to the reform, after a period where the focus had been on 

students’ learning processes, teachers and the form and content of training and teaching 

gradually re-emerged as important topics within debates on VET. Research highlighted the 

role of the teacher in terms of students’ motivation to stay in VET (Brow & Katznelson, 

2013). Due to the great variation in student competences within VET, it was assumed that 

teachers’ failure to meet students’ learning needs was one of the causes of dropout. Studies of 

dropout show that a lack of guidance and feedback from teachers has significant influence on 

students’ decisions to drop out of education (Jørgensen, et al., 2012; Grønborg et al., 2013; 

EVA, 2013a) and that strong teacher-student relations and the teachers positive feedback 

reduce dropout (Tanggaard, 2011; 2012; Kristensen, 2013). Apart from student teacher 

relations, other research findings concerning the form and content of training and education 

informed assumptions regarding the quality of VET. Research has shown that students are 

fond of practice-based learning (Brown, Vestergaard & Katznelson, 2011), and that the 

workplaces where VET students serve their apprenticeships would like to know more about 

the content of the college-based education and training (EVA, 2013b). In terms of the need 

for differentiated instruction within VET, a study showed that just like their peers in general 

upper secondary education, some VET students need to experience academic stimulation to 

remain motivated (Jensen & Larsen, 2011).  

Based on the results of research conducted at VET colleges, the reform included that the 

quantity (more lessons) and quality of education and training should be improved, 

particularly in terms of developing differentiated instruction and strengthening coherence 

between the practical and theoretical elements of the dual VET programmes. A recurrent 

challenge in VET is the students’ difficulties in identifying coherence between the theoretical 

- often school-based - parts of the programmes and the practical training parts. Since the VET 

reform in 1991, holistic training principles have formed as a central part of the VET 

pedagogy focusing on relating theory and practice within the school-based education as well 

as between the school-based and workplace-based parts of the programmes. However, the 
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practice-based training had not fully been implemented. Neither had differentiated training or 

ICT-based training. Consequently, it was decided that the teachers were not required to adopt 

new pedagogical tools; instead, they needed to implement the tools that they had already been 

introduced to. Consequently, the reform stated that all teachers should participate in 

professional development qualifying them to implement differentiated instruction, strengthen 

practice-based learning and use ICT as a pedagogical tool. Teachers were also encouraged to 

gain skilled work experience, e.g. by spending a week working at a relevant workplace. 

Finally, the school management should develop formal pedagogical competences in order to 

exert pedagogical management.  

Practical training in the workplace 

For young people, especially boys, practical training in apprenticeships has been found to be 

a central motivational factor when enrolling in VET (Pless, 2009). As part of the drafting 

process, it was assumed that the attractiveness of VET and completion rates depend on the 

opportunities for practical training in workplaces.  

However, when transferring from the basic course to a main VET programme where students 

alternate between periods of practical workplace training and training and education at a VET 

college, a significant number drop out. Dropouts most frequently occur when students apply 

for an apprenticeship and/or embark on the practical training. According to figures from the 

Danish Ministry of Children and Education, in 2014, the overall completion rate within VET 

was 50 pct. However, 71 pct. of the students who enrolled in a basic course completed this 

course, while 78 pct. of the students who enrolled in one of the main programmes completed 

it. One explanation for the dropout is that the process involved in obtaining an apprenticeship 

was unclear (Jørgensen, 2011b). Despite a longstanding focus on providing a sufficient 

number of apprenticeships, some students still had difficulties in finding an apprenticeship 

and had to enrol in school-based practical training. Another explanation for dropout is that 

students cannot cope with the culture and the work obligations they encounter in the 

workplace, e.g. social and healthcare students are shocked by the realities of working in a 

care home for the elderly (EVA, 2013a; Kristensen, 2013). 

With dropout largely pinpointed to the transition from school-based education in the basic 

course to work-based training in the main course, the reform allocated funds to the VET 

colleges to further develop their cooperation with local enterprises and assist students in 

applying for apprenticeships.  
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Summing up, the initiatives in the reform reflect the particularities of Danish VET, including 

great heterogeneity in the students’ qualifications and consequent needs for differentiated 

instruction and a strengthened focus and relationship to practice structurally and 

pedagogically. However, these reforms differ from earlier ones by having the general upper 

secondary programmes as a frame of reference. Thus, the reform aims at strengthening the 

attractiveness of VET by appealing particularly to young students and those who would be 

liable to enrol in the general upper secondary programmes. That is, those students who have 

passed the exams in lower secondary, who need time to decide their educational choice, who 

might continue in higher education and who prefer a youth education environment.  

Research into the initiatives in the reform 
Alongside the process of drafting the reform, the Ministry of Children and Education 

launched a research project to monitor the implementation of the reform and pinpoint the 

impact of the initiatives in terms of meeting the four targets. It was specified that the impact 

should be gauged by comparing the VET colleges’ and stakeholders’ perceptions of relevant 

issues concerning the four targets and adjacent initiatives in the reform prior to and after its 

implementation. Two reports resulting from this ongoing research project present results 

concerning the reform’s implementation and effects (Søndergaard et al, 2017; Koudahl et al., 

2018). In the following, these results are outlined, supplemented by 2018 figures provided by 

the Danish Ministry of Children and Education (UVM, 2019). 

Concerning the introduction of minimum admission requirements, the results show that an 

increased percentage of students have sufficient academic but also social and personal 

competences for completing a VET programme than before the reform. The findings also 

show that the percentage of students within VET with a different ethnic background than 

Danish has decreased, as has the percentage of students with parents having no more than 

lower secondary education, implying growing social imbalance.  

Basic course 1 constitutes one of the most significant changes in the VET structure, intended 

to support students in choosing an educational pathway. However, the report from 2017 

showed that some students did not find this course particularly helpful in clarifying their 

choice of education. Many of the students already knew what they wanted to study, and the 

basic course 1 was reported as too short to change their minds or to help those in doubt in 

making an informed decision. In relation to the transition from lower secondary education to 

VET, the results show that the availability of guidance and information about VET has 
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improved somewhat (Søndergaard et al., 2017). The results also show that the youth-oriented 

learning environment has improved and that, according to the teachers, managers and 

students, basic course 1, which specifically targets young students, is one of the reform’s 

most successful initiatives in this regard. However, these improvements had no impact on 

students’ wellbeing. Furthermore, the development of a youth-oriented learning environment 

has been largely limited to basic course 1. As such, students, aged 18-25, who only attend 

basic course 2, did not have the same favourable assessment of the learning environment 

(Søndergaard et al, 2017), reflecting the reform’s strong focus on young students enrolling 

directly after completing lower secondary education.  

With regards to the transition to higher education, the 2018 report shows that VET colleges 

have different priorities when it comes to informing students about their possibilities within 

higher education. The social and healthcare colleges are more likely than the technical 

colleges to guide and inform students about higher education. This reflects the general trend 

that the female-dominated programmes are more oriented towards education than many of the 

male-dominated programmes. However, in general, students are no more likely to continue 

within higher education than before the reform (Koudahl et al., 2018). 

In terms of improving the quality of training and education, the VET colleges have largely 

provided the necessary professional development for teachers, as well as strengthening 

leaders’ formal qualification in the pedagogical management of educational institutions. 

However, according to the teachers, the leaders’ formal competency within pedagogical 

management has had no impact on increasing pedagogical management, particularly at the 

technical colleges, whereas the management at social and healthcare colleges are more 

conscious about pedagogical management. Concerning the pedagogical initiatives promoted 

by the reform, such as practice-based teaching and learning, the report concludes that 

implementation takes time and that these initiatives have not yet been fully realised. In basic 

courses 1 and 2, teachers do not focus particularly on relating general subjects to vocational 

practice as students have yet to embark on workplace-based training. Furthermore, teachers 

spend less time on ensuring coherence between school-based education and workplace-based 

training than before the reform (Koudahl et al, 2018).  

Concerning practical workplace training, among the students who enrolled in VET in 2015, 

only 39 %t. had obtained an apprenticeship contract three months after completing the basic 

course (UVM, 2019). As a result, in 2016, the government and the social partners entered a 
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tripartite agreement on apprenticeship, which included a commitment from employers to 

establish more apprenticeships - at least 8-10,000 more apprenticeships annually than in 

2016.  

The four targets 

In relation to the four previously mentioned targets, the results show that the initiatives in the 

reform have had no positive impact on enrolment in VET. On the contrary: in 2014 (before 

the reform) the percentage of young people enrolling in VET directly after completing lower 

secondary education was 19.6, while in 2015 (i.e. immediately after the reform), the 

enrolment rate was 18.5, and 19.4 in 2018. When also including students aged 18-24 (young 

adults) and those aged 25 and over (i.e. adults), the enrolment rate has dropped by 19 %. 

since the reform, which can be largely attributed to the introduction of minimum admission 

requirements (UVM, 2019).  

Similarly, the completion rate has remained stable: 51 %. In 2014, 52 pct. in 2015, and 53 

pct. in 2016. Among students enrolling in VET in 2017, the forecasted completion rate is 

again 53 pct. Furthermore, the particularly high frequency of dropout during the transition 

from the school-based basic course to workplace-based training has remained. For the period 

2015-2017, 20 pct. of the students dropped out during the basic course, 39 pct. dropped out 

during the transition, and 17 pct. dropped out during the main course (UVM, 2019). 

Concerning the third target - that VET should challenge students to become as skilled as 

possible - the results show that among the students enrolling in VET in 2017/2018, 10 pct. 

chose EUX (the hybrid programme combining VET and general upper secondary education), 

an increase of 8 percentage points compared to 2014/2015. Finally, concerning the fourth 

target, the results tentatively suggest that student wellbeing has remained the same after the 

reform (Søndergaard et al, 2017; UVM, 2019).  

Thus in 2018, four years after the implementation of the reform ‘Better and more attractive 

vocational education and training’, the conclusion was that the broad spectrum of initiatives 

had not had the anticipated positive impact on the attractiveness of VET. By 2019, the 

enrolment rate to VET directly from lower secondary education remains under one-fifth of 

the cohort and it therefore seems unlikely that the goal of 25 pct. in 2020 will be fulfilled. 

Targets for improving completion rates appear similarly unattainable.  
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After the reform 
The reform ‘Better and more attractive vocational education and training’ includes a range of 

initiatives addressing the structure, content, and pedagogics of VET, supplemented by a focus 

on guidance and transitions in and out of VET. Besides the stricter admission requirements 

and the improved pathways to higher education - signalling a more elitist aim than previous 

reforms - the reform has been criticised for replicating earlier reforms (Jørgensen, 2016) 

Moreover, as shown above, the initiatives do not seem to have had any positive impact on the 

standing of VET. How can this failure be explained?  

One explanation is that changes take time and the VET colleges, despite their best 

endeavours, have not yet fully succeeded in implementing the initiatives.  

Another explanation is that the initiatives are insufficient. Based on the assumption that one 

of the reasons why young people choose general upper secondary education instead of VET 

is the need for more time to decide on a choice of programme, the length of the basic course 

was doubled (basic courses 1+2) to a full year. However, general upper secondary education 

programmes last for three years. To address this disparity, it is currently a topic of debate 

whether a universal system for youth education should be established encompassing three 

years at school, with the possibility of selecting general or vocational tracks, and postponing 

practical workplace training. Another suggestion has been to move VET to belong to the 

academy programmes (NQF-level 5) in higher education.  

Likewise, the aim of strengthening practice-based training has mainly been related to the 

students’ motivation for learning and their learning processes. However, this training within 

the basic course could also have been employed as a means of clarifying the students’ choice 

of career. Likewise, it could have be reinforced by including cooperation with workplaces, 

improving the students’ opportunities for obtaining an apprenticeship. 

A third explanation concerns the introduction of minimum admission requirements in the 

form of passing grades in Danish and mathematics at the lower secondary level; a measure 

that, as stated above, has prevented some young people from transitioning directly from 

lower secondary education into VET. However, this measure has had no impact on the 

attractiveness of VET, with the enrolment rate into general upper secondary programmes 

remaining the same. Another way of increasing the VET enrolment rate is to restrict 

enrolment to general upper secondary programmes. In contrast to e.g. Switzerland, where 

students are segregated into academic and vocational tracks at the lower secondary level, 
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Denmark abolished such segregation in 1975, establishing a 9-year comprehensive school. 

However, alongside the admission requirements to VET, new admission requirements to the 

general upper secondary programmes were introduced, including an average grade of 05 in 

the compulsory subjects and an assessment of students’ social and personal qualifications for 

these programmes. These stricter admission requirements for general upper secondary 

programmes might be expected to increase VET enrolment, However, the admission 

requirements are unpopular with the current social democrat-led government and may be 

abolished.  

Concerning the ability of the existing nine years of comprehensive primary and lower 

secondary education to prepare young people for VET, the latest reform adopted in 2018 Fra 

folkeskole til faglært – erhvervsuddannelserne til fremtiden (From comprehensive school to 

skilled worker – VET for the future’) (UVM, 2018) questions the comprehensiveness of the 

comprehensive school. As such, this reform focuses on the curriculum of lower secondary 

education introducing practical subjects. The drafting of the reform was influenced by an 

increasing focus on difficulties in the transition from lower secondary school to VET (EVA, 

2014). Among the initiatives introduced by the reform, comprehensive schools can now offer 

pupils in 7th and 8th grade optional practical and creative subjects. Furthermore, schools can 

facilitate practice-related activities in cooperation with teachers from VET colleges (UVM, 

2018).  

A fourth explanation for the non-effect of the reform is that it focused on the target group of 

young people entering VET directly after lower secondary education. This group was not the 

main group of students entering VET before the 2014 reform and this is still the case. One of 

the challenges that the reform was expected to tackle was that the average age for students in 

VET was 21, meaning that many of the students had begun or completed one or more youth 

education programmes before entering VET. Consequently, the reform focused on the 

youngest students at the expense of the largest group of students aged 18-24. The latter group 

is characterised by a record of incomplete qualifications and a high dropout rate. However, 

these students were not offered access to basic course 1, one of the key measures introduced 

by the reform to reduce dropout, but instead expected to enrol directly in basic course 2, the 

assumption being that they had already decided upon an educational pathway despite all 

evidence to the contrary.  
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Parallel to the implementation of the reform, there has been a growing focus on the group of 

young adults aged 18-24.5 An expert group was set up whose discussions resulted in the 

establishment of the educational programme ‘Forberedende GrundUddannelse’ (FGU; in 

English: preparatory basic education). The legislation to establish FGU was adopted in 2017 

and implemented August 2019. FGU is aimed at young people under 25 who are not enrolled 

in and have not completed a youth education programme, and who are not in full-time 

employment. As such, it responds to a study in 2016 showing that 16 pct. of 23–year-olds had 

neither embarked on nor completed a youth education programme (Ekspertgruppen, 2016). 

The purpose of FGU is to provide knowledge and skills, supporting young adults in choosing 

an educational or occupational pathway and motivating them to complete a youth education 

programme or obtain unskilled employment. Furthermore, FGU is intended to develop young 

adults’ personal, social and democratic competences. A total of 27 FGU institutions have 

been established, including three tracks - basic VET, basic general education and production-

oriented education -and bringing together teachers from productions schools, general basic 

adult education centres and basic VET programmes. Depending on the individual student’s 

needs, FGU can last up to two years. Furthermore, acknowledging that young adults may 

need time to decide on an educational pathway, the latest reform, the aforementioned ‘From 

comprehensive school to skilled worker – VET for the future’ includes the option of a 

preparatory 10-week course preceding basic course 2, aimed at VET students not enrolling 

directly from lower secondary school (UVM, 2018). 

Conclusion 
Dealing with the standing of Danish VET, the narrative in the article about effects of the 

assumptions and initiatives of the reform ‘Better and more attractive vocational education and 

training’ has shown that todate the initiatives have not come  closer to reaching the targets of 

increasing the number of students enrolling in VET and reducing drop out. Even though the 

reform has  focused on both structure and pedagogy, it has yet not succeeded in enhancing 

the standing of Danish VET. A number of explanations have been suggested, showing that 

the reform has aimed at mending, however not radically changing the system, for instance by 

prolonging the basic course, however only by one year. Also, by establishing a youth 

environment, only in basic course 1 or by sharpening admission regulations, it has not 

succeeded in in pressing young people to choose VET. Taking into account that it takes time 

                                                 
5 From the age of 25, students are classified as part of the adult education system. 
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to implement the initiatives in the reform, the lesson learnt from the Danish case is that the 

reform has proved not to bring about the anticipated changes.  

Related to the issue of the standing of VET, the Danish case points to the fact that VET does 

not seem to succeed in attracting young people, indicating that a further development of VET 

might include abandoning the idea of VET being part of the youth education system and 

introducing 12 years compulsory schooling? 
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