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This short contribution will consider what we can learn from international approaches to tertiary 

education, with a focus on vocational education. Particular examples will be taken from 

Switzerland and Germany on the one hand; England on the other. 

Definition and purpose 

It is very difficult to consider the relative merits of funding tertiary education – when this includes 

vocational education – without considering broader considerations at the same time. Definitions 

are problematic as there is much ‘vocational’ education within higher education (in medical 

sciences, engineering, education to name a few) and thus the boundaries between what is 

considered ‘academic’ or ‘vocational’ are blurred. We can also talk of ‘further education’ but this 

is usually not ‘tertiary education’ (being at the level of post-compulsory schooling). Yet, when 

undertaken in colleges (in all parts of the UK), this is often a pathway to tertiary education (either 

in college or university) while at the same time being a core part of the purpose of colleges. As 

students share the same facilities within colleges (regardless of funding stream), there are 

important spillovers between phases. In vocational education, another layer of complexity is the 

role of firms. Where firms are involved, we need to think about the contributions of employers 

(direct and indirect) as well as the state. 

A report by Cedefop (2019) shows that vocationally oriented education and training at higher 

levels (levels 5 to 8 of the European qualifications framework) takes many forms and is not clearly 

defined in most cases. There are different nomenclature across countries too, as well as change 

over time. Many European countries have introduced a separate strand of higher education over 

the last 20 years or have added new vocationally or professionally oriented higher-level degree 

programmes (professional HE) to their offers. 

Example of how VET works in Germany and Switzerland 

Drawing on Backes-Gellner and Lehnert (2021), I will briefly explain how vocational education and 

training (VET) works in Germany and Switzerland and consider some lessons from these 

approaches. About 60 to 70 percent of workers in Germany or Switzerland have acquired their 

skills through VET.  Typically, young adolescents begin a three- or four-year dual VET program after 



compulsory school ends at the age of 15 or 16 years. Apprentices spend about one-quarter of 

their time in educational institutions and the rest of the time in firms. They acquire theoretical 

knowledge according to nationally binding curricula that are related, but not limited, to their 

chosen VET occupation. Backes-Gellner and Lehnert (2021) argue that the two components of 

dual VET programs facilitate very broad occupation-specific skills, as well as general ones such 

as social and organizational skills. They argue that a successful VET system (in the sense of 

leading to innovation in firms) requires a carefully designed training curricula which is 

systematically updated. This involves all stakeholders, including training experts from 

(innovative) firms, industry, vocational schools, and government. It also requires the VET path to 

be an attractive educational choice for young adolescents through both high permeability and 

strong connections between the vocational and the academic pillars.  

In fact, the education systems in countries such as Switzerland and Germany follow the principle 

that no educational degree should lead to a dead-end. Graduates from upper-secondary dual 

VET programs have several tertiary-level educational career options, such as pursuing a tertiary-

level professional education or university education (academic or applied)  

One of the frequently chosen options is studying at a University of Applied Science, where 

apprenticeship graduates deepen their vocational skills and acquire applied research 

knowledge. Universities of Applied Sciences differ from academic universities by concentrating 

on vocational knowledge and applied research skills. They are also legally mandated to provide 

services to local firms (e.g. joint research projects and continuing education courses) and to 

collaborate with other research institutions and companies. This mandate means that 

Universities of Applied Science frequently engage in cooperative research projects. Backes-

Gellner and Lehnert (2021) go on to show that the establishment of UAS institutions has led to 

higher innovation across regions. The skills of their graduates complement those of graduates 

from academic universities. 

The resource contribution to this system clearly involves both employers and the state. The 

component based in vocational institutions (whether schools or universities) is funded by the 

state, with precise arrangements varying by jurisdiction. From the students’ point of view, tuition 

fees are either not relevant (in Germany) or relatively low (in Switzerland). 

Lessons from this short case study are the importance of effective cooperation between different 

stakeholders (firms, educational providers, government), good governance and a well-thought 

through pathway between phases of education.  



 

Examples from England 

Although higher education is widely considered a highly successful sector of the UK economy, 

the low-level and reduction of sub-degree qualifications over time is an unwelcome fact, with 

likely implications for economic growth (Costa et al. 2023). This issue is not ‘too many degrees’ 

so much as the absence of pathways between upper-secondary education (‘Level 3’ in the 

National Qualification Framework) and 3-year full-time university degrees (‘Level 6’). This is one 

of the issues discussed at length in the Augar Review of tertiary education (Department of 

Education, 2019). This report argues that the ‘missing middle’ is the result of incentives for 

learners and providers. For example, the less generous loans for some courses at Levels 4 and 5 

led to a sharp drop in enrolments. The response of the past (and current) government is to 

implement the Lifelong Loan Entitlement, which will integrate all forms of tertiary-level education 

into the same financial framework and make it easier in principle for individuals to finance 

different forms of tertiary education over the working life through income-contingent loans (at 

least up to 4 years). This should remove an anomaly whereby non-aligned financial incentives 

distort the decisions of students and providers. It is probably not sufficient in itself to boost the 

‘missing middle’ in the absence of other interventions.  

The encouragement of apprenticeships is another policy that has been pursued in recent years. 

One of the ways this has been facilitated in England has been through the apprenticeship levy 

(though there have been a number of significant reforms around the same time). The levy 

encourages large firms to claim back the tax through apprenticeships (i.e. the direct costs of the 

training are covered). In recent years, the share of older (25+) apprentices has risen, now 

accounting for nearly half of apprenticeship starts. The consequence is that apprenticeships in 

England are operating less as a pathway into work for young people and more as a form of 

retraining for the existing workforce. It seems doubtful that this is an intended outcome of policy 

and is illustrative of a lack of integration between apprenticeship policy on the one hand and 

educational pathways on the other (in contrast to the dual apprenticeship countries discussed 

above). See Layard et al. (2023) for discussion of policies that would change this. 

Conclusion 

The broader lessons from this discussion are the following: 

• It is difficult to consider funding of tertiary education apart from other aspects of the 

system (such as who it is for; where it is undertaken; what pathways are relevant). 



• Examples show that good integration of phases is important for the success of a given 

phase. 

• Where employers are involved, their contributions and responsibilities need to be 

considered alongside that of the state. 

• Potential unintended consequences of policy decisions should be part of the debate.  
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