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Germany’s system of vocational 
education and training: challenges 
and modernisation issues
Thomas Deissinger, University of Konstanz/Germany

Abstract
The German education system has recently come under fire with the 
publication of various international studies on student performance 
(OECD 2000; 2003).  And in the first national ‘Education Report’ 
(Bildungsbericht) published in October 2003 (Avenarius et al. 2003), 
the German ministers of education point out serious deficiencies in the 
country’s school system, with too many drop-outs, too few achievers of 
higher education entrance qualifications and too little support for students 
coming from poorer families.  However, in a remarkable common press 
declaration released on 17 September 2003, the ministers of education in 
Austria, Switzerland and the three southern federal states1 deplored the fact 
that studies such as the recent OECD paper (OECD 2003) tend to neglect 
or completely ignore the overall significance of formal apprenticeships, 
which are not only the most striking common educational feature of the 
three German-speaking countries, but are also the learning pathway for the 
‘ordinary school leaver’.  The ministers claimed that the ‘Dual System’ with 
its apprenticeship focus, offers viable and well-accepted routes into skilled 
employment and modes of socialisation without being part of the formal 
education system, and they eventually appealed to the OECD to ‘accept 
and investigate the status of vocational education’. 

This debate, which is also fostered by the announcement of the German 
Federal Government’s determination to substantially increase the number 
of students entering higher education, brings into focus the tendency 
in Germany to stick to established modes and practices by valueing 
‘continuance of tradition’ (Phillips 1995, p. 61).  It also throws new light 
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on both the firmly rooted three-tier approach in the country’s secondary 
school system (Ertl 2000) and on the country’s vocational pathways 
that have for decades been considered to be reliable and successful, 
especially in international terms.  One of the outstanding examples of 
a clear disinclination to reform is the Dual System of apprenticeship 
training.  Although it may be argued that Germany’s high educational 
participation in post-compulsory secondary education is mainly due to 
the apprenticeship system (83% of 25-64 year-olds have reached this 
level),2 both the apprenticeship system and the full-time vocational schools 
now face challenges that have a national and an international dimension.  
Besides globalisation and the changing nature of industrial work 
organisation (Baethge & Baethge-Kinsky, 1998), Germany’s re-unification 
and a slackening economy continue to put strain on the national budget, on 
the labour market and on the education and training system (Miller Idriss 
2002).  Against this background, modernisation issues have emerged which 
touch the relationship between full-time and part-time VET as well as the 
nature of apprenticeships.

Characteristics of the German system of 
vocational education and training

Working principles of apprenticeships in the dual system
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 Polytechnic University Polytechnic University
 
 VFTS VFTS VFTS VFTS

 Intermediate school qualification

 VFTS

 9 + 3 DUAL SYSTEM Intermediate school   
   2 - 3.5 years qualification

    VFTS
 VFTS
 
Voc Prep  Voluntary 10th  
    Year   school year

Ordinary school-leaving qualification (age 15/16)

Lower secondary school (5 or 6 years)
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Functional diversity of full-time vocational schools
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BRANCHES

 Commercial Schools Technical Nutrition/Home Economics  Social Pedagogy
 

SCHOOL TYPES

Vocational Higher  Vocational   Vocational Part-time
Full-time School Vocational School  College (BK)            School (DS)  
   
 3 years

  BK I    BK Languages Dual BK
 6 years
  BK II

 FULL-TIME   PART-TIME
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Problem issues and challenges
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share in 2002 change on 2001

Industry and trade 53.0 % - 8.3 %

Craft trades 31.2 % - 7.0 %

Professions 10.4 % - 1.5 %

Public sector  2.5 % - 2.5 %

Agriculture  2.1 % + 2.9 %

Domestic services  0.7 % - 3.9 %
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share in 2002 change on 2001
Industry and trade 59.3 % - 5.8 %
Craft sector 27.6 % - 10.5 %
Professions  5.4 % - 5.0 %
Public sector  2.8 % - 8.1 %
Agriculture  3.6 % + 0.6 %
Domestic services  1.2 % - 4.0 %
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Modernisation moves
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Modernisation of training schemes
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Modularisation
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Conclusion

Endnotes



94



95

References



96



97



98



99




