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The changing position of apprenticeships in education and training systems

in enrolments between apprenticeships and other education and training
pathways, or in terms of the allocation of public funding).

This publication is intended to enrich the evidence on the processes,
challenges, wins and residual concerns that accompany the changing position of
apprenticeships. The papers drafted by members of Cedefop’s Community of
apprenticeship experts offer valuable insights.

Jurgen Siebel Antonio Ranieri
Executive Director Head of Department for VET and Skills
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The changing position of apprenticeships in education and training systems

Contributions in brief

Chapter 1 presents the attempts to establish dual learning (work-based learning
(WBL)) as a prominent feature in upper secondary VET in Bulgaria (together with
pilot projects to be introduced at the post-secondary and higher education levels)
and discusses reasons why the option is not yet established to the extent that was
initially intended. While prior pilot projects have helped establish a clear regulatory
framework for upper-secondary-level apprenticeships, the participation of
employers remains limited, despite, inter alia, financial incentives for training
companies. The state vision for VET sees the dual pathway (WBL) becoming the
leading VET pathway in upper secondary education by 2030, thus consolidating
and strengthening the current position of apprenticeships in the national
education and training landscape. The paper concludes that this would require
better coordination between the institutions involved, regular monitoring of WBL
progress, targeted interventions on a regional or sectoral basis and a wider set of
incentives for employers other than financial ones.

Chapter 2 presents an ongoing reform that potentially blurs the position of
apprenticeships in the education and training system in Croatia. While in the
previous model (the unified model of education (Jedinstveni model obrazovanja))
apprenticeships were the only option leading to certain qualifications, this is no
longer the case. New VET curricula can be applied either through school-based
VET (with shorter periods in the workplace) or through apprenticeship
programmes. The differences between the options may not be clear to all
interested actors. While employers with a tradition of engaging in apprenticeships
(and the accreditation to provide them) are quite likely to keep preferring this
pathway, new companies that wish to start engaging in training young people may
prefer other options for many reasons, including avoiding the
licensing/accreditation procedure that is required for apprenticeships. The paper
concludes that the strengths of apprenticeships in licensed companies should be
acknowledged and promoted in the new, changing landscape, as this model
ensures a safe environment for students and the high quality of apprenticeship
training, with the involvement of master craftspeople or other qualified company
staff.

Chapter 3 presents how the massive expansion of apprenticeship
enrolments in France largely referred to programmes at higher education
levels, despite the initial policy focus on young people and secondary-level
programmes (2018 reform). The paper presents how this expansion of
apprenticeships at higher education levels since the reform has brought significant
benefits to employers, higher education students and universities. While these
benefits are acknowledged, at the same time, several stakeholders raise concerns
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regarding the extent to which the funding that supported the expansion has
reached its intended audiences and achieved its policy objectives (arguing that
instead the support has gone to those who need it the least). These concerns are
coupled with observations that apprenticeships at higher education levels are
costly, resulting in the reprioritisation and reduction of public funding. The paper
concludes that turning attention to apprenticeship quality should accompany the
changes in financing, as this will ensure the effective and efficient use of the public
money invested in the system.

Chapter 4 presents key wins and lessons learned from the expansion of
apprenticeships at the post-secondary level in Greece, and in particular the
recent efforts to increase quality and improve governance. Although
apprenticeships were traditionally offered at the secondary level, and other training
options were dominant in the post-secondary landscape, post-secondary
apprenticeships are now established and valued by social partners and also
increasingly by individual companies. The numbers of learners and companies
joining the scheme have been increasing consistently. Still, public awareness and
appreciation of apprenticeships lag behind the progress achieved at the
institutional level, as many families continue to prioritise general or academic
pathways. The paper concludes that, following improvements in regulation,
governance and quality assurance, apprenticeships have now become a stable
and recognised pathway within the education and training system in Greece.

Chapter 5 presents the coexistence of two apprenticeship models in
Ireland (the ‘craft model introduced in the 1990s and a ‘consortium-led’ or
‘enterprise-led’ model first implemented in 2016). The consortium-led model not
only introduced a new system of governance but also changed the position of
apprenticeships in the education and training system: apprenticeships now lead to
awards in the national framework of qualifications from levels 5 to 10 (not just
level 6 as before). The numbers of both apprenticeship programmes and
apprentice enrolments have increased in the past 10 years. However, registration
figures vary between programmes, with some new programmes having
consistently high enrolment, others moderate and some very low or no apprentice
registrations for several years. The paper explains that the National Apprenticeship
Alliance supports a case-by-case approach to evaluate smaller-scale
programmes, while consultation ahead of the 2026—2030 apprenticeship action
plan is under way to gather views on how the system can be improved, made more
inclusive, and better aligned with national skills needs. Moreover, there is a
commitment to creating a single integrated statutory apprenticeship system.

Chapter 6 explains the positions of two apprenticeship schemes in ltaly
(type 1 at the upper secondary level and type 3 in higher education and research)
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and discusses how, more than a decade after their introduction, enrolment remains
relatively low compared with policy objectives and the less formalised type 2
apprenticeships (which lead to occupational qualifications, not formally
acknowledged education ones). The paper presents some recent policy initiatives
that may affect the position of apprenticeships in the education and training
system. Among these, the establishment of an ‘apprenticeship supply chain’ that
provides better links between type1 and type 3 apprenticeships has
shortened the overall duration of apprenticeships and now allows for progression
to higher levels while learning with the same employer. While this may reinforce
apprenticeships by establishing stronger collaboration between education and the
business world, it may undermine the regional VET pathway (/struzione e
Formazione Professionale) through which most type 1 apprenticeships are
currently offered. The paper concludes that this and other reforms discussed (e.g.
opening type 1 apprenticeships to adults) demonstrate a sustained commitment to
‘formative’ apprenticeships, but the (positive or negative) impact remains to be
seen in practice.

Chapter 7 presents how apprenticeships in Lithuania were introduced through
rather flexible arrangements. Apprenticeships can be offered as part of VET
programmes leading to a qualification at national qualifications framework / EQF
levels 1-5, in the form of at least one module or as little as two months of the total
programme duration. The paper discusses how, in this context, the overall concept
of apprenticeships is diluted by programmes with a limited work-based element,
which do not help to make clear the real value of apprenticeships. Other challenges
that limit the acknowledgement of apprenticeships as a clear and valued option
include insufficient quality assurance, dependence on EU financial support, recent
changes in secondary education examinations and a persistent negative image of
VET. The paper makes the case for reinforcing key characteristics of
apprenticeship programmes (e.g. a workplace share of 50 % of programme
duration) and developing a fully fledged quality assurance system. It concludes
that a longer-term education strategy and the integration of different practices into
a systemic policy vision and roadmap are also essential for consolidating and
clarifying the position of apprenticeships in Lithuania.

Chapter 8 presents how apprenticeships remain the most preferred option at
the upper secondary level in Norway, representing a robust, stable and accepted
model among stakeholders. Despite a clear position and strong enrolment,
completion and labour market transition outcomes, approximately one third of the
learners enrolled in VET do not get an apprenticeship contract and several choose
the bridge year to general education instead of continuing on the vocational
pathway. At the same time, social partners and county authorities emphasise the
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need for greater flexibility in apprenticeships to better accommodate the needs
of adults, particularly those already in employment. The paper concludes that the
recent Education Act (August 2025), introducing an extended statutory right to
complete upper secondary education, is expected to influence participation in VET
and apprenticeships; however, its effects remain to be seen.

Chapter 9 presents how apprenticeships in Spain, which are typically well
established at the upper secondary and post-secondary levels, are also being
explored as an option in higher education. A 2021 regulation introduced the dual
track (Mencién Dual) as an optional pathway within university programmes,
establishing a formal regulatory basis and demonstrating national-level support.
However, the degree of prioritisation and active engagement at the regional level
varies. The paper presents barriers to and enablers of the introduction of
apprenticeships into higher education. These enablers include strengthening
support for academic staff and training companies, streamlining accreditation and
administration procedures and consolidating clear institutional strategies that
situate dual learning as a long-term commitment rather than an isolated innovation.

Observations and points for further reflection

The insights presented in this publication come from apprenticeship schemes that
are at different stages of development: while some have only recently been
introduced, others were established decades ago, with their roots tracing back to
traditional apprenticeships of past centuries. At first glance, the position of
apprenticeships may be clearer and better established in those education and
training systems where apprenticeships have been offered for a comparatively
longer time than those where apprenticeship schemes have been more recently
introduced. Still, the landscape regarding apprenticeship provision is changing in
both cases — even long-standing schemes can undergo adaptations that allow
them to attract different ages and profiles or learners, operate in new sectors or
offer qualifications at higher education levels. Within this changing position of
apprenticeships, several trends and shared challenges can be identified.

First, the papers in this publication reaffirm previous observations that the turn
to adult learners is a common theme across most schemes. In some cases, new
schemes are introduced specifically to enrol learners over 18 years of age (e.g. the
post-secondary apprenticeship class in Greece, type 3 apprenticeships in Italy). In
other cases, schemes that had no upper age limit have recently attracted more
adults than young learners as a result of the changing preferences of learners and
employers (e.g. in France). In some other cases, while the schemes are still
predominantly addressed to young learners as part of their initial VET,
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policymakers have introduced adaptations to attract more adult learners, such as
in the apprenticeships in Norway. In some of the countries covered, adaptations to
allow for the (greater) participation of adults are currently being discussed (e.g.
type 1 apprenticeships in Italy).

Many papers in this publication demonstrate how the increasing attention paid
to adults is followed by apprenticeships now leading to a broader range of
qualification levels than in past years. The Irish case offers a notable example.
Often, programmes offered to adults lead to qualifications at EQF level 5 or higher,
while programmes at level 3 or 4 can often also be accessed by adult learners, not
just young people.

In some of the countries that are analysed in this publication, the introduction
of new apprenticeship schemes or models within a scheme has led to significant
uptake by employers and learners, such as in Ireland and Greece. Favourable
funding conditions also repositioned apprenticeships in France, attracting
impressively higher numbers of learners, especially adults and/or those at higher
levels of qualifications. However, in several countries, enrolments in new schemes
or new programmes at higher levels within existing schemes have not grown as
expected or are highly dependent on financing capacity. In Spain, the success of
the recently regulated higher apprenticeships varies among regions. This
publication shows that the road to successfully introducing or repositioning
apprenticeships is not always an easy one.

One challenge that emerges from several papers refers to the consistency
of and continuity in policymaking regarding apprenticeships, and a systemic
view of how apprenticeships operate in relation to other VET options. When new
schemes are introduced or existing ones are targeted at new levels and audiences,
it may take time for stakeholders and potential users to learn about the new
options. The benefits from joining an apprenticeship are not always self-evident,
the offers are less well known and the procedures and requirements to join may
seem discouraging. Some of the schemes presented were introduced 10 or more
years ago, and it took time to consolidate their position in the education and training
system. Consistency and a systemic view are of particular importance when
apprenticeships are offered in parallel with other school-based tracks that lead to
the same qualifications. In Lithuania, the flexibility in how and when
apprenticeships can be chosen during a VET programme and the reliance on EU
funding cycles do not help establish participation conditions and create clear use
cases for apprenticeships. In Croatia, a recent reform on VET curricula seems to
introduce elements that possibly blur the boundaries between school-based VET
and apprenticeships, which up until recently were offered for specific qualifications
under a distinct, unified model that relied on quality assurance and input from
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chambers. In Italy, it is not clear if reforms regarding other elements of the VET
system will work in favour of or weaken participation in the apprenticeship
schemes.

The papers also point to several enabling factors that could underpin the

successful introduction or repositioning of apprenticeships in education and
training systems. These factors may involve the following.

(@)

(c)

Reinforcing and communicating the advantages of apprenticeship
programmes when it comes to the participation of training companies (and
also, when applicable, in relation to other VET options that provide for shorter
work placements). The papers show that this can be achieved by ensuring
that the share of workplace learning in apprenticeship programmes is
considerably higher (50 % or more of the total duration of the programme)
than in other VET options, by introducing programmes for occupations in
greater demand and by considering regional labour market needs (e.g. the
needs of rural areas).

Introducing regulations that make apprenticeships more attractive to
learners. This can be promoted either by removing age limits or by ensuring
flexible learning arrangements and tailoring participation conditions to adult
learners, who represent a growing audience for apprenticeships in most
countries explored. It may also involve facilitating progression to higher
education levels through clear pathways, which may help overcome
stereotypes regarding the lower position and prestige of apprenticeships in
the education systems of several of the countries analysed.

Ensuring the high quality of apprenticeship programmes. All papers point
to this factor, through different means and at different stages of a quality
assurance process. Some papers focus on raising the quality of VET centres,
upgrading the competences of teaching and training staff involved in
apprenticeships, and accrediting training companies as a way to ensure that
apprenticeships are offered by well-prepared actors and sufficiently qualified
staff in both venues (VET providers and workplaces). Some papers call for
introducing monitoring mechanisms, with regular checks of the quality of the
delivery of workplace learning, and others make the case for increased
attention being paid to evaluating the outcomes of (new or repositioned)
apprenticeship programmes to make the benefits for all parties involved as
clear as possible and to consolidate the position of these programmes in the
education and training system.

Extending the involvement of labour market actors. This can be through,
for example, sectoral councils or skills anticipation mechanisms, with a view
to improving the relevance of apprenticeship programmes and attracting new

1"
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(e)

employers and learners to occupations that are not traditionally covered by
apprenticeships.

Reinforcing the coordination of key stakeholders (ministries, social
partners, provider representatives) and shared decision-making. This
aims to better align objectives, prioritise target groups (companies or learners)
and mobilise resources from all key actors, with a view to improving the
systemic approaches and consistency of policymaking when repositioning
apprenticeship offers.

Standing at the crossroads of education and the labour market,

apprenticeships offer opportunities for agile policy responses to dynamically
changing skills and qualification needs. While the position of apprenticeships is
changing to meet such needs, the results do not always match policy intentions.
This collection of papers helps navigate common challenges and identify the
conditions for the successful introduction or repositioning of apprenticeships in
education and training systems.
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Chapter 2.

Croatia: the changing position of
apprenticeships in the education and
training system

By Mirela Lakovi¢, Department for Education, Croatian Chamber of Trades and
Crafts

2.1.  Current position of apprenticeships in the
education and training system

Apprenticeships in Croatia are positioned within the upper secondary VET system
at EQF level 4 — that is, level 4.1 in the Croatian qualification framework (CQF)
(Cedefop, 2019). Typically, apprentices are learners in the age group following
compulsory basic education, usually from 15 to 18 years old.

With the introduction of new curricula, the secondary VET system in Croatia
is currently undergoing the last steps of a reform that started with the development
of new occupational and qualification standards. These last steps of the reform are
also changing the apprenticeship landscape, to an extent that cannot be known at
this stage.

Before the reform, the upper secondary VET schemes at CQF level 4.1 / EQF
level 4 included an apprenticeship scheme for trade and craft professions, other
(exclusively) school-based programmes and several more recently developed dual
education curricula. Until the beginning of the 2025/2026 school year, when new
VET curricula were introduced, the scheme called the unified model of education
(Jedinstveni model obrazovanja (JMO), which replaced the dual model of
education of 1995 in 2003, acting as its modernised version) was the only
apprenticeship scheme in Croatia. The scheme encompassed three-year initial
VET programmes for trades and crafts leading graduates directly to the labour
market (Cedefop, 2019). It was regulated by the regulative framework consisting
of the Law on Trades and Crafts of 2013 and its by-laws, and established the
concept of shared financing between the state and local governments on one side
and companies on the other (Republika Hrvatska, Hrvatski sabor, 2020).

With the introduction of new curricula, the former apprenticeship scheme
(JMO) is going to be gradually phased out by the end of the 2026/2027 school
year. Apprenticeships will continue to be offered, as a form of WBL in licensed
companies (see Section 2.2), but regulatory changes may apply.
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regard to the minimum number of credit system for vocational education and
training points earned in licensed companies or what needs to be taught at the
workplace; in the JMO scheme, this was set out in the curricula.

The JMO scheme had a particularly high share of workplace learning in
licensed companies (over 50 %) compared with the other forms of WBL in the new
curricula, for which it is significantly lower.

The regulatory provisions for apprenticeships concerning the licensing
procedures for the companies and the obligation to sign an apprenticeship contract
have remained the same. The primary change has to do with lifting the mandatory
provision of apprenticeships in the occupations in associated trades and crafts as
was provided for in the JMO model. For these occupations, apprenticeship
becomes an alternative to other forms of school-based VET with lower shares of
workplace learning.

222, Progression opportunities

Both the old and the new three-year VET programmes provide direct access to the
labour market; however, unlike four-year VET programmes, they do not grant
access to the State Matura exam, which is required for tertiary education entry. To
address this gap, a legislative change in 2012 introduced an indirect pathway: an
additional fourth year for three-year VET programme graduates wishing to take the
State Matura to progress to higher education. This indirect pathway is free of
charge, but many schools do not offer it to their students (Matkovi¢ & Sabi¢, 2022).
Alternatively, apprenticeship graduates with a minimum of two years of work
experience in their occupation can progress towards the master craftsman
qualification at EQF/CQF level 5 by taking a master craftsman exam.

2.23. Changes in the list of occupations

For some occupations, new curricula have not been developed yet (e.g.
photographer, pedicurist, locksmith, gas fitter and ship mechanic). The Ministry of
Education decided not to allow enrolment in those occupations under the old
curricula. Therefore, it was not possible for learners to enrol in secondary-level
education for these professions in the 2025/2026 school year. Employers
belonging to those professions and members of the chamber stated their concerns,
since these professions are in high demand in the labour market.

The enrolment rates concerning apprenticeships in the 2025/2026 school year
are not known, since statistics are kept only on the total number of VET students
enrolled and not those who have signed or will sign an apprenticeship contract with
a licensed company.
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(d) exploring more flexible arrangements for the work-based component — such
as adjusted schedules, rotations or seasonal placements — particularly in the
tourism and service sectors, while maintaining strict quality standards.

The national implementation plan for apprenticeships (2023—2025) addressed
several of these themes through actions to reinforce apprenticeship and internship
schemes, modernise occupational profiles and promote closer cooperation
between VET institutions and employers. While it did not explicitly include
measures on mentor accreditation, SME-specific digital services or communication
and awareness campaigns, these priorities are now explicitly incorporated into and
systematised in the Strategic plan for VET and lifelong learning 2025-2027. The
new plan introduced a coordinated communication and awareness strategy to
promote the value of VET and apprenticeships, highlight success stories and
inform learners about progression routes. It also reinforced the principles of
inclusion — broadening the participation of under-represented groups - and
enhanced employer engagement through sectoral and regional partnerships.

Based on these social partner views, actions that could strengthen the
implementation and future development of the apprenticeship system in Greece
are:

(a) regulating the roles of employers and unions in the periodic updating of
occupational and training guides;

(b) scaling up structured mentor training and introducing mentor and company
accreditation, including through quality labels on the central apprenticeship
platform (e-Mathiteia);

(c) simplifying SME administrative obligations through one-stop-shop digital
workflows;

(d) ensuring fair pay and safe conditions through enhanced labour inspections
and clear guidance materials (FAQs and checklists);

(e) aligning apprenticeship placement targets with those of the skills diagnosis
mechanism and sectoral councils;

(f) piloting flexible WBL timetables in seasonal sectors under strict quality
safeguards.

Together, these actions reflect a shared vision among policymakers and
social partners of a more visible, inclusive and quality-assured apprenticeship
system in Greece.
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44. Conclusions

Greece’s apprenticeship system has developed from a fragmented set of schemes

into a coherent, quality-assured component of the national VET framework,

supported by stable legislation, expanding participation and improved governance.

Evidence from implementation confirms tangible progress in structure, quality and

employer engagement.

The EQF 5 post-secondary one-year apprenticeship class functions as a
bridge between upper secondary VET and both skilled employment and higher-
level learning, while the DYPA’'s EQF 3 EPAS apprenticeships continue to serve
as a structured entry route into trades and crafts.

Compared with EPAL school-based VET or SAEK (former |IEK) internships,
apprenticeships provide longer and more structured workplace learning under a
formal employment contract, while still leading to an equally recognised
qualification through EOPPEP certification. Learners and employers value these
features for producing job-ready skills and smoother school-to-work transitions.
Nevertheless, apprenticeships can learn from these post-secondary programmes
(SAEK/IEK) in relation to marketing reach and flexibility, while other VET forms
could adopt learners’ engagement, apprenticeships’ quality assurance and
structured mentor system.

To reinforce the position and systemic integration of apprenticeships within
VET and lifelong learning, key priorities of the General Secretariat for Vocational
Education, Training and Lifelong Learning for the next period include:

(a) sustaining and improving quality assurance, with regular reviews of
occupational standards, training guides and mentor preparation to maintain
high learning outcomes;

(b) strengthening labour market relevance through active sectoral councils and
continuous feedback from employers and regional needs diagnosis
mechanisms;

(c) enhancing permeability between EQF levels, so that apprenticeship
graduates can progress smoothly towards higher VET or tertiary pathways;

(d) supporting mentors and training companies by expanding training
opportunities, introducing recognition or quality label schemes and simplifying
administrative procedures — particularly for SMEs;

(e) developing systematic data feedback, including graduate tracking and
regional reporting, to inform placement planning and policy design;

(f) raising the visibility and social esteem of apprenticeships through coordinated
communication and awareness actions, as set out in the Strategic plan for
VET and lifelong learning 2025-2027,
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qualifications at NQF levels 5-8, issued by the regions and listed in the National
Qualification Register (Tiraboschi & Colombo, 2025).

6.3. Conclusions

The reforms affecting the position of apprenticeships within the education system
are still under way and are part of a broader renewal process that involves the
upper secondary education sector.

It is too early to consider the final outcome of the introduction of the new
technological-vocational supply chain with any certainty.

The renovation of the technical and vocational education sector to bring it
closer to the labour market’s needs is widely regarded as a shared objective, given
that it seems extremely difficult to argue for a systemic logic in vocational education
owing to the disparities and disharmonies that prevent adequate linearity,
consistency and homogeneity in the distribution of the educational offering
(Salerno, 2024). In practice, strengthening the WBL component within the new
pathways might foster the wider uptake of type 1 apprenticeships leading to the
new four-year qualification. However, state-run upper secondary schools tend to
rely on WBL forms not regulated by an employment contract, such as traineeships.
To date, the diffusion of type 1 apprenticeships within upper secondary education
pathways has encountered several obstacles: in the 2022/2023 academic year,
only 1 335 apprentices were enrolled in state-run schools to obtain a diploma,
accounting for just 14 % of overall type 1 apprentices.

By contrast, regional leFP provision appears to be the preferred domain for
type 1 apprenticeships, although its further development could be hindered by the
introduction of the new four-year vocational programme. This programme
constitutes a potential alternative to leFP and may appear more attractive for
several reasons. While both pathways have the same overall duration — although
leFP allows for the acquisition of a qualification after three years — the new
programme is delivered by state-run vocational schools, which are well established
locally, disseminated in all territories, governed by uniform national regulations and
supported by stable state funding. leFP, by contrast, is delivered by accredited
training centres, which are private providers dependent on periodic regional
funding allocations. Moreover, the reform may reduce the appeal of IFTS
programmes, as they would no longer be necessary for access to tertiary
education, thus eliminating another area where type 1 apprenticeships had been
expanding.

The introduction of an apprenticeship supply chain aims to promote the
formative apprenticeship schemes and strengthen cooperation between the
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10 employees, it can train only 1 apprentice through such an apprenticeship
contract.

In Lithuania, there is low demand for informal apprenticeship schemes, since
formal and non-formal programmes cover the varying needs of all stakeholders,
including apprentices and employers. However, larger employers with sufficient
administrative resources establish their own ‘academies’ in different sectors (e.g.
IT, engineering). These academies are very informal, do not lead to any diploma
or certificate and are used primarily for selecting staff with high potential. Their
number could be used as an indicator of certain problems: the higher the number
of such academies is the more it is a sign of issues (e.g. differences between
employer expectations and the formal VET offer) within the formal VET system,
including apprenticeships.

7.3. Reflections on the position of apprenticeships in
the education and training system

Apprenticeships are still very much underdeveloped in the Lithuanian education
and training system. First, the overall concept of apprenticeships is diluted by
programmes with a limited work-based element, which do not help to make clear
the real value of apprenticeships. Second, the quality of apprenticeships is not
sufficiently ensured. Last but not least, enrolment in apprenticeships is likely to
plummet due to decreasing EU financial support, changes in secondary education
examinations and a persistent negative image of VET. These arguments are
discussed further in the rest of this section.

The concept of apprenticeship is discredited. The fact that an apprenticeship
programme could comprise as little as one module (or two months per year) of
WBL could be interpreted as a certain form of ‘apprenticeship whitewashing’ in the
Member State. This phrase essentially means that the brand of apprenticeships is
being diluted by VET programmes with a very small workplace training element.
This negatively affects both current apprentices (e.g. employers are not happy with
such limited practical training and therefore the obtained qualification may not
necessarily guarantee a skilled job) and future apprentices (e.g. enrolment in
relevant apprenticeship programmes plummets due to negative reviews from past
apprentices and participating employers). A recent OECD report also concluded
that ‘[a]pprenticeships lack a distinct identity and role compared to school-based
programmes’ (OECD, 2025, p. 11) and that ‘this loose interpretation ... makes it
more difficult to establish a clear mechanism by which to formally encourage them
[VET providers and employers] at system level’ (OECD, 2025). The OECD report
recommended that the related legislation ‘add the condition that a minimum of
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training is likely to significantly decrease in 2028-2034. Large apprenticeship
projects running between 2021 and 2027 are also coming to an end (e.g. the
largest European Social Fund Agency (ESFA) project, the apprenticeship — a new
opportunity for me!, ended in April 2026). The ESFA project (ESFA, 2025) and the
abovementioned PES measure were relatively more successful in attracting
additional students mainly because of a large influx of external (mostly ESIF and
Recovery and Resilience Facility) funding. A significant decrease in EU funding will
have a drastic negative effect on enrolment in apprenticeship programmes that up
until now have been significantly supported by the ESIF. Stakeholders and in
particular the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport (MoESS) are concerned
that apprentice numbers will drop substantially because of this. According to the
MoESS representative interviewed for this paper, the key questions will be how to
boost apprenticeships without EU funds and how to ensure support for
apprenticeship programmes without state funds.

Enrolment in apprenticeship programmes is also likely to decrease due to the
negative effects of secondary education examination reforms. In 2025, changes in
the legal act for organising and conducting the State Matura examination
introduced a number of requirements for these exams, with the aim of increasing
the quality of education (%), but these resulted in large numbers of secondary
students failing the exams. The problem was so acute that the state decided to
add 10 points to all exam results and reduced the pass threshold to 25 (from 35),
at least for 2026 — a very controversial and publicly contested decision. Those who
fail the State Matura exams cannot complete those VET programmes that require
State Matura certification (EQF level 4 programmes, most VET programmes). This
is likely to have drastic negative effects on level 4 VET apprenticeship
programmes, including much larger numbers of dropouts, larger numbers of
people not in employment, education or training, and a worse image of VET.

Furthermore, as of 2026, all 10th-grade learners are required to pass basic
education exams in order to obtain the corresponding certificate (EQF level 3),
which provides them with the right to enter upper secondary education or
vocational training programmes. Candidates who do not score 4/10 or higher (even
after completing the possible retake of examination) and do not have an annual
grade of 4 or higher do not receive a basic education certificate (?°) and may need

(®) A single exam replaced the two previous types of exams (an easier school-level exam and a more difficult
state-level exam); a minimum mark of 35 points (out of 100) to pass any exam was set, and a mandatory
requirement to pass the mathematics exam to enrol in higher education was introduced.

(29) See ‘Patvirtinti kity mety pagrindinio ugdymo ir nacionaliniy mokiniy pasiekimy patikrinimy tvarkarasciai’
[‘Schedules for next year’s basic education and national student achievement assessments have been
approved’] and Jsakymas dél pagrindinio ugdymo pasiekimy patikrinimo organizavimo ir vykdymo tvarkos
apraso patvirtinimo [Order on the approval of the description of the procedure for organizing and
conducting the basic education achievement assessment].
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to repeat the whole 10th-grade course, try obtaining a basic education certificate
in a VET EQF level 3 programme or enter a VET EQF level 2 programme that does
not require a basic education certificate. This may significantly affect VET
apprenticeship programmes in terms of increasing numbers of dropouts and
further diminishing enrolment in VET. The further development of VET in a country
requires scale, but the recent examination reforms are likely to reduce the number
of students entering VET.

The final factor that limits enrolment in apprenticeship programmes is a
persistent negative image of VET. Although both higher VET and higher
apprenticeships are promoted at the European level, the perceptions of both are
poor in Lithuania. Theoretically, short-study-cycle programmes and professional
bachelor programmes exist (3°), but they are not popular (3'). One of the major
reasons is that colleges that are in a good position to further boost higher VET in
Lithuania are instead positioning themselves as academic institutions (e.g. calling
themselves ‘universities of applied sciences’) and establishing stronger links to
higher education rather than VET. Up until 2006/2007, advanced VET
(aukstesnysis mokslas) was a form of higher VET (*2). Since its abolishment, the
potential of more prestigious higher VET, which could lead to an additional influx
of students, has remained untapped.

To sum up, for Lithuania, the challenge is less about the education level at
which apprenticeships are placed and more about identity, quality and accessibility
issues.

7.4. Conclusions and recommendations

The MoESS plans to initiate round-table discussions on the above topics in 2026,
including amending the procedures for the organisation of VET in the form of
apprenticeship and addressing key questions such as how to improve the quality
of apprenticeships, boost enrolment without public funds and prevent any negative
effects of examination reforms.

The search for a perfect recipe to boost ‘healthier apprenticeships continues.
It is doubtful that this process will ever end. However, four keywords should guide
efforts to achieve significant progress in improving the position of apprenticeships
in Lithuania.

See ‘Education in Lithuania — Higher education’ and ‘Short study cycle’.

)
(®") For example, the public safety professional bachelor's programme is offered by Mykolas Romeris
University.

(®*) See ‘Education in Lithuania — Higher education’.
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Integration. The aim should be the integration of separate initiatives, actions,
financial incentives (often led by separate ministries) into one systemic policy
vision and roadmap; the integration of all guidance on how to implement
apprenticeships into one easy-to-navigate format; and the integration of
various fragmented apprenticeship channels to allow for sufficient flexibility in
using them.

Quality. There should be further development of the quality assurance
framework for apprenticeships, including increasing the threshold requirement
for the share of WBL in a programme from 5 % to 50 %, introducing regular
audits and assessments of apprenticeship quality, and strengthening the role
of the QVETDC in ensuring the quality of apprenticeships and developing the
apprenticeship quality assurance system.

Scale. Efforts should focus on developing a systemic strategy for promoting
apprenticeships (and increasing the overall scale of VET), with the largest part
of this aiming to increase the influx of young people into apprenticeships. This
could be done by providing more VET-related vocational guidance to
secondary education students and running sector-specific promotion initiatives
(Cedefop, 2025).

Consistency. Consistency is crucial for the education system, including
apprenticeships, as any effects mature over a longer period of time. The key
missing elements in this respect are a longer-term education strategy that
could ‘survive’ different governments, systemically planned changes across the
whole education system and, critically, the assessment (and possibly
prevention) of any negative effects of these planned changes across different
levels of education.
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Chapter 8.

Norway: the changing position of
apprenticeships in the education and
training system

By Margareth Haukas, Norwegian Directorate for Higher Education and Skills (*3)

8.1. Current position of apprenticeships in the
education and training system

The Norwegian apprenticeship scheme is an integral part of upper secondary VET,
most commonly following the ‘2 + 2 model’ (two years in school followed by two
years as an apprentice). Upon completion, candidates receive a craftsperson’s or
journeyperson’s certificate at NQF/EQF level 4, ISCED 353. The legal basis is
provided by the Education Act. The typical entry age is 16. The completion of
10 years of compulsory schooling (up to the level of lower secondary education) is
required for entry to upper secondary VET and the apprenticeship pathway. The
scheme is available to those of all ages and, in 2024, the number of apprentices
totalled 51 212. Of those, 25.7 % were aged 16-18, 54.0 % were 19-24, 8.2 %
were 25-29, 4.8 % were 30-34 and 7.3 % were 35 or older (SSB, 2025, Table 2).
Statistics Norway shows that 71.1 % of apprentices complete the programme
within five or six years (3%).

After achieving a craftsperson’s/journeyperson’s certificate (EQF 4),
graduates can progress to higher vocational education (fagskole) (EQF 5), take a
bridge year of supplementary studies (a statutory right) to gain general university
entrance qualifications or, in some cases, gain direct access to bachelor’s
programmes through an alternative admission pathway for applicants with
vocational qualifications ('vocational pathway' (Y-veien) for admission to higher
education).

While the 2 + 2 model (two years in school plus two years of apprenticeship)
is the most common structure, Norway also offers alternative apprenticeship
models. These include models suchas 2 + 2.5, 3 + 2 and 3 + 1, depending on the

() For this paper, social partner representatives were consulted: Are Solli, National Secretary, Norwegian
Union of Electrical and IT Workers; and Kristian liner, advisor, United Federation of Trade Unions.

(3) Statistics Norway uses different follow-up periods to ensure a realistic measurement of completion,
including when programmes take longer than their nominal duration.
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trade and programme. All models lead to a final craftsperson’s or journeyperson’s
examination at EQF/NQF 4.

Norway also offers a combined model that leads to double qualification. In
these programmes, VET and general studies are integrated, allowing learners to
obtain both a craftsperson’sfjourneyperson’s certificate and general university
entrance qualifications, typically in four years. Training alternates between school-
based learning and in-company training from the first year at the upper secondary
level. This option is quite popular, but nevertheless less common than the basic
2 + 2 model, as it requires considerable motivation and engagement from learners,
country authorities and VET providers regarding their collaboration with local
enterprises.

8.2. Other forms of VET/WBL at the same level

Alongside the main 2 + 2 apprenticeship model, Norway offers several alternative

VET and WBL pathways.

(a) Some vocational programmes are organised as fully school-based pathways,
with three years of training in school.

(b) Training in school (videregaende 3 (Vg3) i Skole) is a scheme for learners
who have completed two years of school-based VET but have not gotten an
apprenticeship contract to continue their studies in the form of an
apprenticeship for the third year of studies (Vg3). For these learners, practical
training is provided in schools or simulated workplaces, and sometimes
supplemented with shorter company placements.

(c) There are also alternative schemes like the training candidate scheme
(leerekandidatordningen), which is an alternative for learners aiming for a
certificate of competence (partial qualification) rather than a full
craftsperson’s/journeyperson’s certificate. Candidates work towards learning
outcomes within one part of the relevant curriculum. The training is provided
at NQF/EQF level 4, but the outcome is not a full qualification. The scheme is
designed for learners, who follow a customised curriculum adapted to their
particular needs.

(d) Modular vocational training for adults (modulstrukturert yrkesopplaering) is a
flexible, competence-based scheme allowing adults to complete upper
secondary VET in modules that can be combined and put towards a full
craftsperson’s or journeyperson’s qualification at NQF/EQF 4. The structure
enables learners to combine training with work or other commitments (Udir —
Directorate for Education and Training, 2025a). The scheme is offered in
selected trades and is being gradually expanded in response to labour market
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needs. The entry requirement is lower secondary education or the validation of
prior learning.

(e) The practice candidate scheme (praksiskandidat) is for adults with sufficient,
relevant work experience to take the craftsperson’s/journeyperson’s certificate
without following the main 2 + 2 model. No classroom or theoretical training is
required. In practice, candidates must have worked in the relevant vocational
field for at least five years (depending on the length of the model) and must
pass a written exam in the subject (Udir, 2021).

(f) Craft certificate while working (Fagbrev péa jobb) is a scheme designed for
adults already employed in a relevant field who do not hold a formal vocational
qualification. Training is individually tailored based on an assessment of prior
learning and work experience, with possible crediting against the standard
four-year training requirement. Training is carried out alongside paid
employment, requires a minimum duration of 12 months and concludes with
the same craftsperson’s or journeyperson’s examination as other pathways.

8.3. Reflections on the position of apprenticeships in
the education and training system

Apprenticeships sit within an organised tripartite governance structure. At the
national level, the National Council for VET and the vocational training councils
advise on the content, structure and capacity. This cooperation between the social
partners and education authorities is long-standing and central to day-to-day
system function and development. There have been no recent reforms
repositioning apprenticeships at new (higher) qualification levels. The scheme is
located at the upper secondary level (NQF/EQF 4). Over the years, adult-oriented
alternatives have complemented the main model (2 + 2), with increased flexibility
regarding implementation and the possibility of adapting to the multiple
responsibilities and obligations that often accompany adult life. Stakeholders note
that new or smaller trades, such as recycling-related occupations or bicycle
mechanics, are often first developed through alternative adult pathways, including
the practice candidate scheme, rather than through traditional apprenticeships. In
some occupations, this reflects a gradual shift away from the apprenticeship model
towards practice-based alternatives for adults.

Enrolment in VET has been increasing in recent years, and this aligns with
Norway’s labour market demand for more skilled workers across several sectors.
According to the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training
(Utdanningsdirektoratet (Udir)), 54 % chose a VET programme in the first year of
upper secondary VET in 2025/2026, up from 52.6 % in 2024/2025 (Udir, 2025b).
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In 2024/2025, a total of 31 882 candidates completed a craftsperson’s or
journeyperson’s examination, with around 48 % aged 25 or older (SSB, 2026).

Overall, national objectives, particularly regarding completion and the
transition to employment, are partly being met. According to Udir, 85.5 % of
learners who started VET in 2019 completed their programmes within five years.
Employment is also strong: among learners completing VET in 2023/2024, 83.1 %
were in employment in 2025 (Udir, 2025c).

Despite strong overall outcomes in terms of labour market transitions, access
to apprenticeship placements remains a challenge. Approximately one third of the
learners enrolled in VET do not get an apprenticeship contract. Stakeholders point
to different reasons for this, including strategic allocation (dimensioning or
dimensjonering) and a mismatch between learners’ choices and company
demands.

Completion rates have improved over time. According to Statistics Norway,
71.1 % of learners in VET completed upper secondary education within five or six
years in 2018-2024, which is an increase from the 65.3 % reported for 2010-2016
(SSB, 2025). Additionally, the social contract for apprenticeship placements
(2022—-2026), the basis for national cooperation between the government and
social partners, aims for all qualified applicants to receive an apprenticeship.

However, not all learners complete the apprenticeship route. Some learners
switch from the vocational pathway after the first two years. Udir reports that, in
2024, 24.7 % of VET learners transferred to general studies by choosing the bridge
year (pabygg) instead of progressing into an apprenticeship (Udir, 2025b).

Stakeholders view increasing VET enrolment as a positive but underline that
increasing the share of those who continue into and complete apprenticeships is
essential if Norway is to meet future demand for qualified skilled workers.

Moreover, several stakeholders advocate for targeted adjustments to ensure
that apprenticeships continue to meet labour market needs. Social partners and
county authorities emphasise the need for greater flexibility in apprenticeships to
better accommodate the needs of adults seeking vocational qualifications,
particularly those already in employment, who require more flexible pathways to
complete a craftssperson’s or journeyperson’s certificate.

There are alternatives to apprenticeships, but they are not considered more
successful or preferred. One example is the school-based VET pathway (Vg3 /
Skole), which provides a structured alternative for learners who do not secure an
apprenticeship contract.
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8.4. Conclusions

Norway has not undertaken recent reforms to reposition apprenticeships at new or
higher qualification levels, and the system continues to operate firmly as upper
secondary VET at EQF level 4. The model remains robust and stable and is
accepted among stakeholders. Strong outcomes in both completion and
employment indicate that the national policy objectives are being met.

Atthe same time, systemic challenges and opportunities persist. Stakeholders
highlight the need to strengthen progression into apprenticeships after the first two
years of school-based VET, particularly given the proportion of learners choosing
the bridge year to general education instead of continuing on the vocational
pathway. For adults, increased flexibility, better support measures and clearer
pathways may reinforce the apprenticeship model’s relevance and help address
shortages in key sectors.

The recent Education Act, introducing an extended statutory right to complete
upper secondary education, is expected to influence participation in and the
completion of VET and apprenticeships. However, as the reform has only recently
entered into force (August 2025), its effects on apprenticeship participation and
outcomes remain to be seen.

Social partners play an integral role at all levels of development of VET.
Norway’s long-standing tripartite cooperation aims to ensure that the training
provided meets labour market and skills needs. It informs changes to the VET
structure, curriculum development, the regional structure and capacity planning,
the framework for craftsperson’s/journeyperson’s examinations and quality
assurance at all levels.
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Chapter 9.

Spain: the changing position of
apprenticeships in the education and
training system

By Guillem Salvans, Fundacion Bertelsmann

9.1. Current position of apprenticeships in the
education and training system

Spain had already been strongly promoting collaboration between companies and
VET schools within its VET system prior to the approval of the first requlation
introducing apprenticeships in 2012 (Ministry of the Presidency, 2012). Later, in
2022, a second reform established the dual nature of all VET programmes at EQF
levels 4 and 5, describing internships and apprenticeships as the pathways to
achieving this model and increasing the amount of in-company training time (Head
of State, 2022). Although collaboration between companies and VET schools still
faces various challenges, it is now well established at the upper secondary and
post-secondary levels.

Parallel to this development, the university ecosystem has also made efforts
over the last decade to implement programmes that enable university students to
undertake substantial training within companies — beyond the internships that have
existed in some universities for several decades — within the framework of
institutionalised and officially recognised bachelor's or master's programmes.
Here, the focus lies on programmes corresponding to EQF levels 6 and 7. The aim
of this paper is to describe this change, examine the factors shaping it and outline
possible future scenarios regarding higher apprenticeships in Spain.

9.2. The expansion of apprenticeships at higher
education levels: higher apprenticeships

9.2.1. What is leading Spanish universities to introduce higher
apprenticeships
Three underlying factors are acting as key facilitators of this process.
(a) Discussions with representatives of Spanish universities suggest that the
universities perceive higher apprenticeships as a mechanism to ensure that
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their graduates are better prepared for labour market entry, equipping them
with relevant skills, practical experience and greater alignment with
companies’ needs.

(b) Universities perceive higher apprenticeships as a tool to attract students at a
time when Spain is experiencing a significant decline in the population of those
of typical university entry age. Over the past two decades, the population in
the 18-24 age group has declined by 23.7 %, representing more than 1 million
fewer young people.

(c) Higher apprenticeships constitute a strategy to ensure that students receive
their training and later find employment within their territories. The earliest
higher apprenticeships initiatives in Spain originated in regions far from major
metropolitan areas such as Madrid or Barcelona (Almeria, Lleida, Castello,
Castille-La Mancha) (*°). Therefore, in these areas, apprenticeship is
understood as a mechanism to mitigate the talent drain that already affects
these regions.

9.2.2. From early dual training initiatives to the 2021 regulation of higher
apprenticeships

Before higher apprenticeships were formally regulated, various initiatives had
emerged independently through agreements between universities and companies,
pilot programmes and extended internships that combined academic instruction
with workplace training. Although valuable and useful for students’ acquisition of
applied skills, these initiatives were highly heterogeneous in duration, intensity and
academic recognition, which hindered comparison and long-term consolidation.
Nevertheless, they evidenced the value of university—industry cooperation and
contributed to laying the foundations for the subsequent official validation of
apprenticeship pathways within universities. These initiatives were consistently
implemented in the Basque Country and occasionally in Catalonia and Andalusia,
with many still operating today — for example, at the University of Almeria
(Andalusia).

Spain regulated higher apprenticeships in 2021 with Royal Decree 822/2021
(Ministry of Universities, 2021). This regulation introduced the dual track (Mencién
Dual), an optional pathway within university programmes with the following
characteristics:

(a) a percentage of credits (20—40 % in bachelor's degrees and 25-50 % in
master’s degrees) must be completed in a training company;

(*) The Basque Country, where higher apprenticeships have the highest level of implementation in Spain,
should therefore be analysed as a separate case.
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(b) students must be remunerated and linked to the company through the Spanish
training contract (which is a specific type of labour contract), therefore
acquiring worker status;

(c) acompany training plan must be established;

(d) a collaboration agreement must be signed between the university and a
training company, specifying responsibilities and operational conditions,
including supervision, tutoring, evaluation and other aspects necessary to
ensure proper implementation.

This new and official pathway coexists with the earlier options found in several
Spanish universities, as mentioned already. Students enrolled in higher
apprenticeships do not see this reflected on their bachelor’'s/master’s diploma, but
it is included in the accompanying European diploma supplement.

The Fundacion Bertelsmann has published a report (Fundacién Bertelsmann,
2025) analysing the development of higher apprenticeships in Spain. Data
collected from 62 of the 92 active Spanish universities (67 %) indicate that these
programmes are still underdeveloped, although there is growing interest in
expanding them. Among the 62 universities with data available, 50 % have some
form of higher apprenticeship in place, 31 % plan to introduce such initiatives and
19 % do not intend to introduce them.

Although higher apprenticeship programmes embedded within bachelor’s or
master’s degrees account for only 1.6 % of the total academic provision offered by
Spanish universities, these programmes experienced growth of 25 % in bachelor’s
degrees and 29 % in master's degrees during the 2024/2025 academic year
compared with the previous year. Higher apprenticeships are being introduced
mainly in technical fields (especially engineering) and, to a lesser extent, in
economics and business management.

0.3. Barriers to expanding higher apprenticeships

9.3.1. Barriers for universities

Universities can provide higher apprenticeships in Spain; however, programmes
seeking to obtain the official Mencién Dual must undergo an ex ante evaluation
process conducted by the Spanish national quality assurance agency or, in many
regions, by the corresponding regional quality assurance body.

The accreditation process begins when a university submits a programme
report detailing all the components that constitute the apprenticeship programme.
This report must specify aspects such as the percentage of credits to be completed
in the training company, the working conditions offered to students and the
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supervision and tutoring mechanisms provided by both the university and the
company. The plan is evaluated by a committee of experts appointed by the
relevant quality assurance agency. This process is lengthy and entails demanding
requirements that, in some cases or regions, are difficult for universities to fulfil,
which may be contributing to the limited expansion of higher apprenticeships.
The expansion of higher apprenticeships is also limited by a series of
university-related constraints that affect their implementation and long-term
consolidation. The workload involved in supporting students, coordinating with
companies and managing administrative agreements often receives no formal
recognition or additional incentives, which in turn discourages the sustained
engagement of academic tutors. These responsibilities require time, continuity and
specialised knowledge, yet they are frequently treated as peripheral tasks rather
than core academic contributions. The absence of specific training for university
teaching staff — training that should include dual pedagogy methodologies,
workplace learning supervision and effective collaboration with industry — further
reduces the potential for high-quality academic guidance. As a result, tutors in
some programmes end up prioritising administrative compliance over pedagogical
oversight, limiting their ability to ensure consistent integration of learning across
academic and workplace settings. More broadly, many universities lack the human
and organisational resources needed to manage dual learning pathways
effectively, which poses significant barriers to scaling up higher apprenticeships.

9.3.2. Barriers for companies

A further critical factor concerns the degree to which companies are aware of and
actively engage in these programmes. For higher apprenticeships to operate
effectively, employers must not only understand the model but also recognise its
value and commit to taking an active role in students’ training. However, despite
the proven potential of higher apprenticeships as a tool for talent development and
workforce renewal, there remains a substantial lack of awareness among
companies. This disconnection points to the need for widespread dissemination
efforts, especially as the number of dual programmes expands and the demand
for placements increases.

Moreover, apprenticeship programmes aligned with the 2021 regulation
require a clear and explicit commitment from companies to ensure a high-quality
training experience. This includes hiring and remunerating students — at least at
the level of the Spanish minimum wage — and formalising the relationship through
the Spanish training contract. Yet this contractual mechanism remains unfamiliar
and administratively burdensome for many employers, particularly SMEs, which
constitute most of Spain’s business landscape. Participation also requires
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dedicated time and resources from qualified personnel, such as company tutors or
trainers, who must guide apprentices, coordinate with universities and contribute
to evaluation processes.

In this context, the promotion of targeted incentives for companies, especially
smaller firms, and for the initial cohorts of implemented programmes could play a
decisive role in increasing employer participation. Financial support, tax incentives,
technical assistance and intermediary structures that help companies navigate
administrative requirements could significantly broaden the number of
organisations willing and able to host apprentices. Without such measures, the
capacity to scale up higher apprenticeships will remain limited, constraining their
potential impact on skills development, innovation and employability.

9.4. Success factors for the sustainability and
expansion of higher apprenticeships

Pioneering and long-standing experiences in Spain demonstrate that the success
of higher apprenticeships relies, first and foremost, on determined and sustained
support from university governing bodies. The active involvement of leadership
teams, the development of internal regulations and the integration of
apprenticeships into strategic plans ensure stability, coherence and a long-term
vision. This institutional commitment prevents these programmes from becoming
isolated or short-lived initiatives and enables their gradual consolidation over time.
It also helps overcome internal resistance, fosters a shared understanding of the
model across departments and provides the organisational structure needed to
facilitate a controlled and sustainable expansion. In every case analysed,
apprenticeships have been deployed progressively and strategically, prioritising
quality, monitoring and gradual upscaling over rapid, large-scale implementation.

A second key element is the role of higher apprenticeships as a lever for
strengthening and deepening the relationship between universities and the
business sector. Close collaboration with companies — based on continuous
dialogue, the co-creation of training plans and an adaptation to their dynamics and
capacities — helps build long-lasting links that transcend the simple hosting of
students. Through this partnership, companies position themselves as training
agents within their territory, assuming shared responsibility for skills development
and contributing actively to curriculum design and competence definition. This shift
not only fosters deeper engagement and greater loyalty among companies but also
enhances their capacity to attract talent, stimulate innovation and reinforce local
ecosystems of knowledge and employment.
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Finally, higher apprenticeships consolidate themselves through their capacity
to generate flexibility and pedagogical innovation within academically robust
models. The joint definition of activities and competences, the adaptation of
learning experiences to diversified professional environments, the use of
competence-based assessment systems and the establishment of mechanisms
for continuous monitoring and coordination all help ensure coherent, meaningful
and integrative learning pathways. The combination of academic rigour, curricular
adaptation and close collaboration between academic and company tutors allows
the training experience to respond effectively to real contextual needs without
compromising academic integrity. This pedagogical innovation reinforces the
relevance of university education and strengthens its alignment with changing
labour market demands, ultimately contributing to the sustainability and long-term
expansion of the model.

95. Conclusions

The 2021 framework (Mencion Dual) (Ministry of Universities, 2021) establishes a
formal regulatory basis for higher apprenticeships, including accreditation
procedures and recognition within university programmes. While this demonstrates
national-level support, the degree of prioritisation and active engagement at the
regional level varies. Some regions have integrated higher apprenticeships into
broader education and workforce development strategies, while in others policy
attention is primarily focused on other dimensions of university bachelor's and
master's programmes. A similar observation applies within universities across
regions. The development of higher apprenticeships is strongly influenced by the
factors outlined in this discussion and by the strategic decisions taken by individual
institutions. Recognising this heterogeneity is essential for understanding the
conditions under which higher apprenticeships can expand sustainably and for
identifying where additional policy measures or incentives may be needed.

For higher apprenticeships to expand meaningfully within the Spanish
university system, several structural, organisational and regulatory conditions need
to be reinforced. First, universities must consolidate clear institutional strategies
that situate dual learning as a long-term commitment rather than an isolated
innovation. Experiences from pioneering institutions show that sustained
leadership, dedicated organisational units and stable internal regulations are
essential to embed higher apprenticeships in curriculum planning, quality
assurance processes and relations with employers.

At the same time, the accreditation procedure to obtain the Mencién Dual
requires further streamlining. While the 2021 regulation has provided much-
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needed clarity, the current procedures remain demanding and resource intensive
for universities, discouraging broader adoption. A more agile and predictable
evaluation process — coupled with clearer guidance from quality assurance
agencies — would allow institutions to plan dual pathways with greater confidence
and reduce the administrative burden currently associated with the Mencién Dual.
Strengthening support for academic staff is equally critical: expanding dual
programmes will only be feasible if tutoring, coordination and collaboration with
companies are formally recognised, incentivised and supported through
appropriate training in dual pedagogies.

Employer engagement constitutes another decisive factor. For higher
apprenticeships to grow, companies — especially SMEs — must perceive the model
as accessible, valuable and manageable. This will require wider dissemination, the
simplification of contractual procedures and the introduction of targeted incentives
that help employers shoulder the costs and responsibilities associated with hosting
apprentices. Investing in intermediary structures or university-led support services
could also facilitate the matching process and reduce barriers for companies
unfamiliar with the model.

By meeting these challenges, Spain can enable higher apprenticeships to
realise their full potential and become a powerful source of value for all
stakeholders across the education and employment ecosystem.
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