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Abstract
Over the last 15 years, different countries have developed low-level vocational educa-
tion and training (VET) programmes for young people who struggle to enter or
complete education at upper secondary level. Switzerland introduced nationally
standardised two-year initial VET programmes in 2005, Norway in 2016. Data of
interviews with curriculum experts in Norway and Switzerland provided an empirical
basis to examine the underlying intentions for offering these programmes and the
respective criteria for defining the learning outcomes and the curricula. The reference
frame in Norway for identifying appropriate learning outcomes and selecting learning
goals are the national curricula of the respective four-year VET programmes. In
Switzerland, the learning outcomes of two-year curricula are defined by lower-level
occupational activities which are usually identified in analyses involving active workers
and experts in the respective fields. Despite these differences, the criteria for developing
two-year curricula are largely the same in both countries. The findings further show that
two-year VET programmes in Norway are not intended to lead to a direct labour market
entry but are understood as a first step of a staged qualification whereas in Switzerland
they are designed to find a viable balance between employability and permeability to
the more demanding three- or four-year VET programmes. In both countries, the two-
year apprenticeships do not correspond to a holistic concept of vocation.
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Introduction

Low-achieving school leavers and young people at risk of dropping out from education
at upper secondary level often need alternative and more flexible pathways to get a first
VET qualification (OECD 2018b; Lamb 2011; Schmid 2020). Some countries have
therefore developed low-level apprenticeship-based VET programmes, among them
Denmark, Germany, Norway and Switzerland (Becker et al. 2017a; Di Maio et al.
2019; Schmid 2020). Norway and Switzerland offer two-year apprenticeships (at EQF1

level 3) for young people for whom a more demanding VET programme (mostly at
EQF level 4) is still out of reach but try to ensure permeability to the latter. This study
compares these apprenticeships on the basis of qualitative interviews tracing their
overall intention and the goals and principles underlying the design of their curricula.

Two-year apprenticeships in Norway and Switzerland are interesting to compare for
several reasons. Both approaches are targeted at the same population as both countries
aim at implementing short-track apprenticeships for youth with low academic achieve-
ment who do not (yet) have the prerequisites to follow a more demanding VET
programme. Both countries put an emphasis on practical in-company training but the
shorter duration of these apprenticeships and the learning needs of the students imply
that they have to be adapted with regard to the scope and level of the goals pursued.

However, there are some fundamental differences between the two approaches,
mainly concerning the embedding of the two-year apprenticeships in the VET system
and their recognition. In Switzerland, two-year apprenticeships have the same structure
as three- and four-year apprenticeships; they are all dual apprenticeships where the
apprentices spend three to four days per week at the workplace and one to two days at
school. Two-year apprenticeships are thus part of the regular VET system and the
certificates are regarded as an upper secondary qualification (Wettstein et al. 2017). In
Norway, the two-year apprenticeships are organised differently than the longer, more
demanding VET programmes. The latter follow the 2 + 2 model combining two years
of mainly school-based training with two years of apprenticeship training (Nyen et al.
2015) whereas in two-year apprenticeships the focus on in-company training is much
stronger, with 4 days per week in a training company (Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017).
Two-year apprenticeships are currently not recognised as an upper secondary
qualification.

These differences raise questions about the intentions behind the introduction of
two-year apprenticeships, their goals and underlying principles of curriculum design.
Consequently, the article addresses the following research questions:

1. What are the main intentions for developing two-year apprenticeships in Norway
and Switzerland?

2. Which criteria are used to define or select learning outcomes of two-year appren-
ticeships and to design the respective curricula?

These questions emphasise the interest in what is called the intended curriculum (Van
den Akker 2003; Billett 2011) which relates to the vision, rationale or basic philosophy

1 The European Qualification Framework (EQF) has 8 levels. VET qualifications are ranked by each country
and may be at different levels (see European Commission 2020).
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underlying the curriculum (Van den Akker 2003) and refers to what is planned and
intended by developers and stakeholders (Billett 2011). The conception behind the
design of a curriculum has a considerable impact on how it is enacted and what learners
experience and learn (Billett 2006).

In the next two sections, the theoretical framework is outlined. First, theories are
presented which understand the design of an apprenticeship curriculum as sequencing
the learning path to guide novice learners on their way to become competent workers.
Second, from the perspective of a holistic concept of vocation, perceived chances and
risks of modularisation and partial qualification are presented. Then, the VET systems
of Norway and Switzerland are described, with a focus on two-year apprenticeships,
and important similarities and differences are pointed out. Subsequently, the method of
our interview study is described before presenting the findings to answer the research
questions. Finally, the findings and potential implications for the VET systems are
discussed and limitations of the study are pointed out.

Designing an Apprenticeship Curriculum

Given the importance of VET for the economic development of a country, the design of
apprenticeship curricula has become a key concern of national VET agencies. In many
countries, representatives from industry play a central role in determining the
occupation-specific learning outcomes (competences). They define the occupation-
specific learning aims, goals (and often the objectives), i.e. what and how it is to be
taught and assessed and to what standard (Billett 2011). In brief, they design the “path
of learning” (Chan 2017, p. 329) or the “track to be run” (Billett 2006, p. 35) by
sequencing the work activities and shaping the experiences that learners progress along.
Curriculum developers are therefore confronted with the question how to best design
this path to create learning opportunities and support the acquisition of competences at
the workplace and at vocational school. The theoretical framework chosen considers
workplace learning as a sequenced pathway of activities towards vocational expertise
and is also referred to as learning curriculum (Lave 1990), situated curriculum
(Gherardi et al. 1998) or workplace curriculum (Billett 2001). These concepts are
rooted in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conception of learning as participation in ‘com-
munities of practice’. They describe learning as the gradual transition from a marginal
to a core position in the work team, from legitimate peripheral participation to full
participation in the community of practice. They argue that it is participation in
workplace activities and social interactions which enable novices to learn from more
experienced practitioners. In line with other work, they emphasise that learning a trade
is more than acquiring and developing a set of occupational skills. Learning is
conceptualised as a process of gradually being socialised by and into work communi-
ties and a process of social participation (Lave and Wenger 1991), a process of
becoming (Colley et al. 2003; Hodkinson et al. 2008) and of identity formation
(Wenger 1998).

In workplaces, the sequencing of activities often follows the logic of increasing
economic impact (Gherardi et al. 1998), with a movement from activities with low
complexity, accountability and error costs to activities with higher accountability and
complexity where errors have important consequences (Billett 2001; Gherardi et al.
1998; Lave 1990). Accordingly, the pathway from novice to expert participation may
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be structured from more routine to non-routine activities which require more complex
and autonomous forms of problem-solving (Hatano and Inagaki 1986; Billett 2001).

To be responsible to execute tasks of increasing complexity it is essential for the
learners’ progression towards independent practice. Moreover, trust and a gradual
release of responsibility allow apprentices to become recognised members of the work
community and develop a sense of belonging and commitment (Reegård 2015). In the
beginning, novices learn through observation, imitation, guided participation and
practice (e.g. Lave 2011; Chan 2017; Rogoff 1995). At this stage, guidance, instruction
and support from experienced others are central for their learning (Lave and Wenger
1991; Billett 2001; Collins et al. 1989), and insufficient support and guidance may
cause stagnation of learning and isolation (Reegård 2015). Guidance may be provided
directly or indirectly and includes techniques and strategies to direct and support
learning processes as well as to monitor knowledge acquisition of the learners (Billett
2000). Guidance by more experienced others, instruction and feedback are gradually
reduced as learners progress towards smooth execution of the whole task (Collins et al.
1989). A learning path along work activities and experiences of growing complexity
and accountability hinges on the learners’ ability and readiness to move on to more
complex tasks or a more independent practice. It is part of a guide’s role to organise
learning opportunities and to guide learners by monitoring their participation in the
workplace activities and determining their readiness to engage in activities of increas-
ing accountability and autonomy (Billett 2001). Depending on the potential or the
readiness of the learners, the gradual release of guidance and the increase in complexity
of the assigned work tasks therefore takes more or less time and may eventually also be
constrained.

On the macro and meso level, the structure of VET systems and their formalised
programmes shape the described pathway to vocational expertise by defining which
competence levels have to be attained to be a qualified worker and how this is to be
achieved (i.e. duration of the programmes, learning locations, curricular frames).

Concept of Vocation and Partial Qualification

The described characteristics which shape workplace curricula and the socialisation of
apprentices into a working community are in line with dual VET systems and labour
markets that adhere to a holistic concept of vocation, not to a narrow, functional
understanding of qualification. Gonon (2014) refers to this concept as decisive not
only on a systemic level, but also for schools and firms as it influences the didactical
and methodical structure of VET teaching and learning. Pilz and Canning (2017, p.
723) point out that a “traditional holistic vocational training course typically comprises
a linear sequence of learning pathways as part of a coherent, over-arching area of study.
Learning processes are linked to learning outcomes, so assessment and certification
depend on students’ participation in formal learning processes”. Consequently, learning
outcomes are assessed and certified upon completion of the training and cover the
whole course. The holistic concept of vocation is also considered as crucial for a
modern, more dynamic view of occupations which expects competent professionals to
find creative and flexible solutions to problems (Rauner 2012).

It usually takes three to four years of apprenticeship to develop the competences
corresponding to a holistic notion of vocation and the related processes of teaching,
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learning and socialisation cannot be modularised (INAP Commission 2012). Going
through an apprenticeship “is a recognised and formalised route to achieving the
relevant occupational expertise […]” (Fuller 2016, p. 17) which implies that qualified
workforce execute tasks in their whole process (Becker et al. 2017b). Competent
professionals design, plan, perform and assess their own work activities, a performance
level requiring metacognitive competences to cope with complex, unpredictable work
situations (e.g. Rauner 2007). This type of adaptive expertise differs from only routine-
based expertise (Hatano and Inagaki 1986). To become competent and responsible,
situated learning in real work contexts as well as the need for self-directed and reflexive
learning is considered as important (Dehnbostel and Schröder 2017).

The question arises if two-year apprenticeships for disadvantaged or weaker learners
can meet the concept of vocation or if they have to be regarded as a partial qualification,
a step on the way to a full qualification for the labour market. Di Maio et al. (2019)
point to the tension between economic and social goals in shorter two-year apprentice-
ships that focus on theory-reduced applied training but should lead to standardised
certificates. Their comparative analysis of the respective offers in Denmark, Germany
and Switzerland shows that the institutionalisation of economic and social goals differ,
depending on VET regulations, regional and sectoral standards, and legitimisation of
the key actors.

Countries like Switzerland with a strong tradition of apprenticeships based on the
concept of vocation are rather reserved with regard to strict forms of partial qualifi-
cation (i.e. shorter, highly standardised modules that are separately assessed and
credited to a final qualification), at least in initial VET. However, chances and risks of
modularisation were repeatedly debated (in Switzerland, e.g. by Gonon 2009; Ghisla
2005; Häfeli 2005). Current debates reappear within broader strategies of VET
systems for addressing future challenges posed by megatrends which influence the
labour market and require more differentiation between learners in terms of prior
knowledge and performance (e.g. Cedefop 2015; Pilz and Canning 2017; Seufert
2018).

In practice, moderate forms of modularisation have become common in dual VET
systems as they offer more flexibility, for training companies as well as for individuals
(e.g. Seufert 2018; Li and Pilz 2017; Cedefop 2015; Pilz 2012). According to Pilz
(2012), supplementary, differential or divided forms of modularisation can be distin-
guished. Supplementary forms allow learners to expand their competences with addi-
tional modules. Differential forms break VET programmes down into components (e.g.
elective skills modules) but the overarching concept of vocation and the final exami-
nations are preserved (Li and Pilz 2017). Divided forms imply discrete learning units
that are separately assessed and certified to substitute the final examinations. They are
difficult to establish in initial VET where the final examination and the overall
qualification are perceived as relevant (e.g. Li and Pilz 2017).

Several countries initially developed modularised pre-VET or VET programmes for
disadvantaged or weaker students to help them engage in apprenticeships by setting
adapted learning goals and qualifying them step-by-step to enhance their learning
motivation, reduce dropout and recognise prior learning and progression (Cedefop
2015; Canning 1998). However, modularisation does not play an important role in
two-year apprenticeships in Norway and Switzerland but the respective understanding
of their certification is different.

Developing Two-Year Apprenticeships in Norway and Switzerland 59



Two-Year Apprenticeships in Norway

The main VET model since the reform in 1994 is the so-called 2 + 2 model: two years
of school-based education followed by two years of apprenticeship training. Young
people in Norway are legally entitled to three years of upper secondary education and
to a place in one of three alternative programmes for which they apply. They may
choose from five general academic programmes (e.g. specialization in general studies,
art design and architecture) and ten VET programmes (e.g. building and construction,
restaurant and food processing, healthcare, childhood and youth development) offered
at the same schools. About 98% of the young people start upper secondary education
immediately after compulsory school, half of them enrol in vocational programmes.
However, due to dropout from VET and to changes from VET to general education, the
proportion of young people graduating from VET below the age of 25 is much lower
(19,0%) than from general education (61,2%) (OECD 2018a). Dropout from upper
secondary education, especially from VET, has therefore been an educational policy
issue for a long time. As one of several measures, the Ministry of Education and
Research suggested in 2006 to implement a new two-year apprenticeship scheme
(praksisbrevordning) aiming at a low-level of vocational competence. It was supposed
to be a further development of the little used training candidate scheme introduced in
2001 (lærekandidatordning). In contrast to the training candidate scheme, which
usually comprises two years of school followed by two years of in-company training
and which is based on individual training plans, the new two-year apprenticeship
scheme was conceived as a short-track VET programme focusing on in-company
training. The respective curricula were supposed to be standardised and lead to a
standardised vocational competence (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2006). Between 2008
and 2011, three counties trialled two-year apprenticeships in different VET
programmes which were evaluated as “a very successful measure to reduce dropout”
(Høst 2016, p. 16). In 2016, the two-year apprenticeship scheme was nationally
introduced as a certificate corresponding to a ‘documented partial competence’, one
of three possible forms of qualification at upper secondary level (Section 3–3 of the
Norwegian Education Act). ‘Documented partial competence’ is at a lower level (EQF
level 3) than full vocational or university admission certification and does not corre-
spond to a certification at upper secondary level. After completion of a two-year
apprenticeship, apprentices may continue their training to obtain a full trade certificate
(EQF level 4) (Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017).

Four days a week, apprentices in two-year apprenticeships are trained in a company,
one day a week, they attend vocational school. During this weekly school day, they are
taught in three of the common core subjects (i.e. Norwegian, mathematics, social
sciences) where full goal achievement is required (equivalent to regular VET
programmes). Unlike students in regular VET programmes, however, apprentices in
two-year apprenticeships are not taught in the common core subjects English and
natural sciences, nor are they taught in occupation-specific subjects at school
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017).

In contrast to the longer VET programmes, in which the occupation-related goals are
based on national curricula for the two years at school and for the two years of in-
company training, the two-year apprenticeships are based on local curricula. The
Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training decreed that counties offer a two-
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year apprenticeship in at least one VET programme. The intention was to meet the local
need for skills and to ensure that the apprentices build up competences needed in
working life (Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017). Therefore, the county authorities, together
with local businesses and industries, decide which programmes are offered. According
to the regulations, the competence goals of the two-year apprenticeships must be
selected from the national curricula of the corresponding VET programme and be kept
identically but the counties are free to select goals they consider as adequate for
regional implementation. This means that the competence goals chosen for two-year
apprenticeships are always a subset of the occupation-specific goals that are defined in
the school-based and work-based national curricula of the corresponding four-year
VET programme.

The two-year apprenticeship schemes have not yet been evaluated since their
national introduction and no overview of the developed curricula is available. In
October 2018, 45 apprentices were enrolled, half of them in the retail sector (personal
communication of Statistics Norway).

Two-Year Apprenticeships in Switzerland

With about two thirds of young people enrolling in VET programmes at upper
secondary level, Switzerland has one of the highest proportions in initial VET across
OECD countries and the EU (OECD 2018a). About 90% of the students in VET enrol
in apprenticeship-based programmes in which education and training take place in three
learning locations: training companies, vocational schools and branch training centres
(Wettstein et al. 2017).

Standard VET programmes take two, three or four years and are offered in approx-
imately 230 occupations. Graduates of three- or four-year VET programmes (EQF level
4 or 5) may continue their education and training in higher VET. The less demanding
two-year apprenticeships (zweijährige berufliche Grundbildungen) lead to a Federal
VET Certificate (EBA) at EQF level 3. These certificates are considered as a full but
low-level occupational qualification at upper secondary level.

Originally, two-year VET programmes (Anlehren) for young people with low
academic achievement were introduced in the Vocational Education and Training
Act of 1978. They were not standardised and only recognised at county level but could
be individually adapted. Their lack of standardisation was considered as a dead end, by
the youth and their parents as well as by employers. They made up only 1 to 2.5% of all
apprenticeship contracts (Kammermann 2017). Standardised and nationally recognised
two-year apprenticeships for low-achieving or disadvantaged youth were introduced in
the Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act (VPETA) of 2002 (Swiss
Confederation 2002). If successful completion of these programmes is jeopardised, the
VPETA foresees individual support measures.

Two-year apprenticeships should enhance the integration into the labour market by
ensuring a comparable level of competence of the graduates through standardised
training plans and final examinations. The intention is to train skilled workers for
simple occupations not requiring complex decisions. At the same time, permeability is
ensured by crediting one year at the most to the corresponding three- and four-year
VET programmes, an option which is accorded to one-third of the apprentices who
continue (Der Bundesrat 2019).
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Professional organisations are responsible for developing the nationally standardised
VET programmes. They determine the duration and requirement level of the programmes
in their occupational field and define the occupation-specific learning outcomes. They also
decide whether a two-year apprenticeship is developed and thereby ensure its acceptance
in the labour market. Each of the 230 VET programmes is regulated in a respective
ordinance and a training plan. The training plan is the curriculum specifying the occupa-
tional learning goals for all learning locations. Modular differentiations (i.e. functional
specialisations (Fachrichtungen) or emphases (Schwerpunkte) and elective skills modules
(Wahlmodule)) after a basic common trunk are common, mainly in three- or four-year
apprenticeships. Also 20% of the two-year apprenticeships have functional specialisations
or emphases but they are chosen from the start.

Apprentices in two-year VET programmes are four days per week in the company
and one day at school. Half of the weekly school day is dedicated to occupational
subject matters, the other half to general education. For the latter, the framework for
general education in initial VET applies which relates to competences in language,
communication and society that are taught in three weekly lessons (plus a lesson of
sport).

The first two-year apprenticeships started in 2005 and since then, just under 60
programmes were developed (with few of them not offered anymore). The number of
enrolments grew steadily and in 2018, two-year apprenticeships made up 6.5% of all
initial VET programmes (BFS 2019). Considering all upper secondary certifications
awarded (including general education) in 2015, the two-year apprenticeships made up
5.9% (BFS 2018).

The two-year apprenticeships have been evaluated and prove to be quite successful:
two-thirds of the graduates enter the labour market and about one-third continue their
education and training (e.g. Kammermann et al. 2011; Der Bundesrat 2019).

Main Similarities and Differences between the Two Countries

The following Table 1 summarises the main intentions and characteristics of two-year
apprenticeships in Norway and Switzerland.

Method

To answer our research questions, we conducted semi-structured interviews with
experts that are involved in developing two-year VET curricula in Norway and
Switzerland. As two-year apprenticeships are regulated and implemented differently
in the two countries, appropriate and comparable interview partners had to be selected.
We were looking for persons who participate in the construction of two-year curricula
but who are also familiar with the reality of their implementation. The interview
procedures were as identical as possible to ensure comparison of results.

In Norway, the counties are responsible for implementing the two-year apprentice-
ships but so far there exists no overview of the offered two-year programmes and their
curricula. A short email survey was therefore conducted in all 18 counties2 in October

2 Since January 2020 the number of counties is reduced to eleven.
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2019 to ask the county municipalities whether or not they currently have apprentices in
two-year apprenticeships and whether they have developed curricula. This allowed to
identify all the responsibles for the implementation in the counties. So far, five counties
had apprentices since 2016. All five responsibles could be interviewed. Together with
the involved companies they have developed two-year curricula and are overseeing
their implementation. Two interviews were conducted face-to-face, three interviews by
phone, with an average interview duration of 30 min. All interviews were conducted
between October and November 2019.

In Switzerland, two-year apprenticeships are nationally standardised and the curric-
ula are developed in a process prescribed by the national VET agency (SBFI 2017) in
which the professional associations need to work with an accredited pedagogical
consultant. In Switzerland three experienced pedagogical consultants who have been
involved in the development of two-year VET curricula since their introduction were
interviewed. All of them have consulted in the development of several two-year
curricula and know the challenges involved. As they were VET teachers themselves
for many years, they also know the VET system from inside. The interviews were held
face-to-face, between October and December 2019, with an average duration of 50 min.

The interviews focused on 16 key questions which comprise three groups of
questions: First, the reason for implementing two-year apprenticeships and their pro-
cess of development (governance and organisational aspects; e.g. “How was the need
for a specific two-year apprenticeship identified?”). Second, the development of the
curricula and the underlying conceptual ideas and strategies (paths of learning to
vocational expertise; e.g. “Which criteria define the curricula? Which criteria are used
to define learning outcomes?”). Third, the overall intention and the embedding of two-
year apprenticeships (stand-alone occupation vs. partial qualification; e.g. “What pro-
fessional competence do the two-year apprenticeships lead to?”). These questions

Table 1 Overview of similarities and differences in two-year apprenticeships between Norway and
Switzerland

Norway Switzerland

Similarities

Targeted population Low academic achievement, Youth at
risk

Low academic achievement, Youth at risk

In-company training 4 days per week 4 days per week

Training at school 1 day per week 1 day per week

EQF qualification Level 3 Level 3

Permeability to EQF
level 4–5

Possible with 2 additional years of
in-company training

Possible to start in the 2nd year of the
3−/4-year VET programme

Differences

Governance Regional National

Occupation-specific
curricula

For in-company training For in-company training, for school and for
branch training centres

Subject matters at
school

High emphasis on general subject
matters

High emphasis on occupational-specific
subject matters

Qualification Documented partial competence Full qualification
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emerge from the chosen theoretical framework and were adapted to the country-
specific situation.

All of the interviews were audiotaped, transcribed verbatim and personal informa-
tion was anonymised. The first analysis step consisted of a data driven construction of
codes (Gibbs 2018). Reliability of coding was ensured on a subset of statements coded
by several raters. In a second step, we assigned the codes to six categories or
dimensions which relate to the theoretical framework and the systemic characteristics:
(1) occupation-specific core elements, (2) reducing complexity, (3) limiting account-
ability and autonomy, (4) considering the economic setting, (5) reducing the scope of
the occupational profile, and (6) work- vs. school-based goals. All quotations illustrat-
ing these dimensions were translated.

Findings

First, the research question regarding the intentions for developing a two-year appren-
ticeship is addressed. Second, the commonalities and differences in the definition of
learning outcomes and the design of curricula in two-year apprenticeships found
between Norway and Switzerland are presented along the six dimensions outlined
above.

Research Question 1

Main Intentions of Two-Year Apprenticeships

This section takes up our first research question concerning the intention for developing
two-year apprenticeships. It is closely linked to the perceived significance and value of
the vocational qualification awarded with a two-year certificate. In both countries two-
year apprenticeships are intended to enable youth with difficulties to access or complete
upper secondary education and to obtain a qualification. The awarded qualification
should ensure its holders to either enter the labour market or to continue education and
training. This means that the acquired competences should match with labour market
needs and, at the same time, ensure permeability towards more demanding VET
programmes. In Switzerland, both goals are decidedly pursued as stated by all the
interviewees, e.g.: “From the beginning it was stated that these are stand-alone occu-
pational profiles. They [the learners] should get the possibility to subsequently expe-
rience permeability” (Swiss quotation). Or similarly:

“The mission was clear, namely to develop a stand-alone occupational profile,
this means to develop an occupation which is not a partial qualification, nor an
introductory qualification to something, but to develop an occupation, a two-year
basic training, which after completion leads to an employment, a job which can
be competently done” (Swiss quotation).

In Norway, the transition into the labour market after two years is not envisioned by the
counties but the national goal of permeability to the regular VET programmes is
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crucial. This applies to all five counties in which curriculum responsibles were
interviewed:

“You know, the signal we get from the world of work is that the training practice
certificate [two-year certificate] as a final qualification is not interesting but as a
pathway to the regular trade or journeyman’s certificate [full, four-year certifi-
cate]” […] But in [county] this never was an issue. Nobody ever talked about this.
It is only a pathway to obtain a regular occupational certificate” (Norwegian
quotation).

This means, in all five counties the two-year apprenticeships are regarded as the first
stage of a four-year qualification for which the two-year certificate is an intermediate
milestone: “So it takes them four years. But we count two years as one block”
(Norwegian quotation). In this sense, one could speak of a partial qualification. This
understanding is promoted and the recruiting of apprentices is handled accordingly, so
it is clear to all from the very start that they take up a staged four-year programme: “I
find that selling it [two-year programme] as something on which you can live all your
life is almost like fooling people” (Norwegian quotation).

Given the intention of a staged qualification, the educational authorities have
apprentices for two-year apprenticeships in mind “who do not have learning difficulties
or special training needs” […] but “who may have poor grades, high school-absence”
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017, p. 1). The interviewees emphasised that the target group
are mainly school-weary youth for whom a more practical training in a company at the
beginning is more suitable than two school-based years.

Switzerland follows a different logic: two-year apprenticeships are intended for
learners who do not (yet) have the necessary academic skills for a three- or four-year
programme but need a more practically oriented VET offer. But they have the option to
continue in a more demanding three- or four-year programme if they thrive and
graduate with good marks.

“Only few have this goal [to continue training]. Others are people that are
thankful in their occupation, and that they can work at a workplace where they
live […] years later, when I meet them, they are still satisfied with the job they
have because they feel it is adequate” (Swiss quotation).

Overall, two thirds of the graduates enter the labour market and about one third
continues education and training (Der Bundesrat 2019; Kammermann 2017).

Research Question 2

Dimension 1: Occupation-Specific Core Elements

In both countries interviewees underlined that occupation-specific core elements need
to be acquired regardless of the duration and the level of qualification of the respective
training. This shows in statements from Norwegian interviewees like “this is the bottom
line from which we cannot deviate” or “this was clearly evident. It was no subject of
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discussions”. So, even if a low level of competence (EQF level 3) is envisioned in two-
year apprenticeships, certain occupational activities or functions (core competences)
have to be fulfilled and, consequently, the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes
need to be acquired. Such core competences are typically formulated in brief descrip-
tions of occupations based on the concept of vocation (e.g. INAP Commission 2012).
Other mentioned core elements, often found across occupations in the same field,
concern aspects like work security, ergonomics and health protection or confidentiality
with respect to client relations.

Dimension 2: Reducing Complexity

An important strategy in designing two-year curricula repeatedly mentioned in the
interviews is to reduce the complexity of the competences to be trained in comparison
to the VET programmes with a longer duration and higher outcome expectations. This
is illustrated by the following statements:

“In construction you may, for example, participate in window installation but you
don’t need to be able to line windows and protect them with a bar on the outside
front […]. So they participate but this won’t be part of their final exams as it is
rather advanced” (Norwegian quotation).
“Or when you think of cooking, it may be limited to assemble salad bowls […]
but he won’t make very elaborated salad buffets […]. The workplace is the same,
the essential activities are the same, or, the feeling is the same” (Swiss quotation).

These statements emphasise that the complexity of work activities may be reduced
without restricting the learners’ social participation as it is described in the concept of
legitimate peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger 1991). Complexity reduction is
often achieved by focusing on the acquisition of routine-based expertise rather than on
complex tasks requiring conscious and reflective problem solving (e.g. Hatano and
Inagaki 1986; Billett 2001). On the emotional level, however, the demands to be met
may be the same as those for learners of the longer, more demanding VET
programmes:

“This learner in health and social care is exposed to emotional situations of the
same complexity as every care professional. And it is particularly the emotional
complexity that is very, very demanding in the care of elderly people and persons
with handicaps” (Swiss quotation).

This statement reminds of arguments that complexity is not only defined by cognitive
requirements (e.g. Krathwohl et al. 1964) and it also refers to the above-mentioned
occupation-specific core elements.

Dimension 3: Limiting Accountability and Autonomy

In addition to the reduction of task complexity, the interviewees emphasised that the
degree of self-regulation and accountability has to be reduced in two-year
programmes:
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“In the description of the targeted competences it often says ‘with guidance’, ‘in
cooperation with’, it is to say there are activities which a social and health care
worker can do alone but these tasks are delegated to her. So she […] often acts in
delegation” (Swiss quotation).

Limited self-regulation and accountability automatically call for more and closer
support, for guidance and supervision of work activities during training (Collins et al.
1989). According to the interviewees, support and guidance are provided in the two-
year apprenticeships in Norway and Switzerland. However, limited autonomy and
accountability may be characteristic for the level of qualification that can possibly be
achieved in two years with disadvantaged learners as expressed by a Norwegian
interviewee: “I don’t believe that you can work alone in a kitchen and be an indepen-
dent ‘à la carte cook’ after two years of training” (Norwegian quotation). If so,
questions regarding the value of a two-year qualification arise: Is it sufficient for a
stand-alone occupation for which there is a demand in the labour market or is it
necessarily only a partial qualification? This refers to the issue of partial vs. full
qualification and to the difficulty to accept partial qualifications in strong dual VET
systems (e.g. Li and Pilz 2017).

Dimension 4: Considering the Economic Setting

Both countries consider labour market demands in designing two-year apprenticeships
by getting direct information on the envisioned workplace settings but the respective
efforts differ in scope and systematicity.

In Switzerland, the process of developing training plans for two-year apprenticeships
is highly standardised and a crucial part is the “analysis of the occupational activities”
(Zbinden 2010). It is based on workshops involving young workers who represent
different types of enterprises (e.g. small, medium, large, generalists, specialists) in the
respective occupational field but also experts who know the current and future demands
at different levels of qualification.

“The activities [collected and described] are grouped into domains; out of this, a
profile of occupational competences or a qualification profile giving an overview
of the occupational competences is generated in the end. Thus, the occupational
profile is described along with the level of requirement” (Swiss quotation).

In Norway, the standard national VET curricula are developed in a similar way. In
contrast, it was determined that the curricula of the two-year apprenticeships should be
developed with the local businesses and industries in order to meet local skills needs
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017). Due to the still very limited number of youth in two-
year apprenticeships, individualised procedures are favoured as it showed in the
interviews: the county authorities contact single companies willing to train and directly
get information about workplace settings. On this basis, workplace-specific compe-
tence goals are defined for training.

“Yes, it is the companies that looked at this, in cooperation with the branch specialist
of the regional authority. And they looked what was possible within half of the
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training [referring to the standard duration of VET programmes], and what they can
achieve, and based on this, they choose the goals” (Norwegian quotation).

Although the programmes are supposed to be standardised, they may end up being
wholly individualised if they are conceived for a specific workplace and a specific
learner. This happens in counties which offer several two-year apprenticeships but only
have single learners interested in them: “So we select what is practically realisable,
depending on the prerequisites of the boy and the working tasks in the given company,
plain and simple” (Norwegian quotation).

Dimension 5: Reducing the Scope of the Occupational Profile

This dimension refers to the reduction of the number of competence areas covered in
two-year apprenticeships, not to their level of complexity. It seems to be especially
relevant in Switzerland where two-year VET certificates should qualify their holders
for simple, yet stand-alone occupations but also offer them the possibility to continue
education and training. There are two issues to be considered: the first is whether there
is a stable labour market demand for more limited competence profiles; the second
concerns the permeability which might be restricted if a two-year curriculum does not
take enough competence areas of the corresponding more demanding VET programme
into account. A few examples of too narrowly conceived two-year apprenticeships and
the respective consequences were mentioned in the interviews (e.g. information tech-
nology assistants): “[…] very many, or practically all [learners], subsequently started a
four-year apprenticeship because there was absolutely no market for the two-year
graduates. It was like too narrow, the spectrum they learned there, to match with the
labour market” (Swiss quotation).

This shows that too narrow profiles might not correspond to labour market needs.
The two-year apprenticeship for information technology assistants was therefore given
up by the professional organisation. However, some of the two-year curricula differ-
entiate functional specialisations within the occupational profile from the start. This
helps to reduce the scope of a curriculum and, at the same time, accommodates the
specialised structures of training providers (e.g. Pilz 2012).

In Norway, the scope of two-year apprenticeships also has to be limited but the
reference frame for selecting the competence areas are the four-year programmes. In
fact, the interviewees reported that they are supposed to select between one third and
one half of the learning goals of the corresponding four-year curricula to define the
two-year curricula. The national authority left open whether this reduction is achieved
by focusing on a broad and general qualification profile or a narrow, specialised one
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017). Given the fact that the curricula have not been
standardised up to now, it is not known to what degree the two possibilities are realised.
In any case, the graduates of two-year apprenticeships are expected to continue their
education and training.

Dimension 6: Work-Based Vs. School-Based Goals

This dimension is relevant in Norway because the two-year apprenticeships follow
a dual-track model (4 days per week at work, 1 day at school) which differs from
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the regular 2 + 2 model (2 years of school-based training followed by 2 years of
apprenticeship). It was already mentioned that the goals for two-year curricula
have to be selected from the respective four-year curricula. This poses the chal-
lenge that two school-based curricula (used during the first two years) and a work-
based curriculum (used for the apprenticeship training) are the reference points for
defining the work-based curricula of the two-year apprenticeships. Different
interviewees said that the apprenticeship curriculum of the 2 + 2 model is usually
the first reference for defining the two-year curriculum. Only in the second step, a
subset of the corresponding school-based goals of the first two years are selected
to make a coherent whole, which means that certain school-based goals are sorted
out for being too theoretical: “It should eventually be connected” (Norwegian
quotation).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examines the conception and implementation of two-year apprenticeships in
Norway and Switzerland and shows that they differ in various aspects. It also finds
common criteria in the development of the curricula in both countries. In Switzerland,
the mandatory analyses of occupational activities for the development of VET curricula
ensure that occupational profiles at different requirement levels are identified. If the
depth and breadth of the activities in a vocational field are substantial, it is possible to
create a two-, a three- and a four-year programme. This approach leads to the
conception of low-level stand-alone occupations with a specific title which ensure
employability but also permeability to the more demanding VET programmes. In
contrast, in Norway the prescribed basis for defining the learning outcomes and the
curricula of two-year programmes are the existing four-year curricula. The two-year
programmes therefore represent a part of the fully qualifying four-year programmes.
Consequently, they cannot be recognised as stand-alone occupations, and they do not
have specific titles so far. This corresponds to a staged vision of qualification and
successful completion of a two-year apprenticeship does not lead to a certification at
upper secondary level.

In both countries, the competences attainable in two-year apprenticeships hardly
correspond to a holistic concept of vocation (Becker et al. 2017b; Fuller 2016; INAP
Commission 2012) as the learning outcomes and curricula have to be adapted to the
target population. The expectations regarding complexity, responsibility and autonomy
which are envisioned in a holistic concept of vocation and in an apprenticeship
curriculum (Billett 2001; Gherardi et al. 1998; Lave 1990) cannot be met in two years.
This brings us back to the main intention behind the development and implementation
of two-year apprenticeships, namely to include low-achieving school leavers and youth
at risk of dropping out of upper secondary education. In Switzerland, this goal seems to
be fulfilled. Holders of a two-year certificate have accomplished a nationally
standardised labour market-oriented programme, are employable and can continue their
education and training in a three- or four-year VET programme. On the whole, the
labour market integration after two years (two-thirds of the graduates) but also the
permeability to the more demanding VET programmes (one-third) are considered as a
success (Der Bundesrat 2019).
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The two-year curricula are also standardised in Norway but at the regional level. The
transition to the labour market after two years is not envisioned by the counties. The
county responsibles for two-year apprenticeships emphasise that there is no need for
this kind of vocational qualification in the labour market. However, the original
intention of the national authority implied to encourage permeability as well as
employability (Utdanningsdirektoratet 2017). But almost all apprentices continue their
education and training after having obtained a two-year certificate to acquire a full trade
certificate. Also the evaluation of the trial period reported a high permeability (Høst
2016). Although the apprentices do not enter the labour market after two years, the
programmes contribute to their inclusion by reducing dropout from upper secondary
education as they offer a strongly practice-oriented training from the start of VET and
lead to a partial qualification. Step-by-step qualifications may enhance learning moti-
vation and self-efficacy through regular feedback and assessment of achievement (e.g.
Pilz 2012). The interviewees emphasised that these two characteristics are the main
benefit of two-year apprenticeships.

As two-year apprenticeships in Norway were nationally introduced only since 2016
and are not yet broadly implemented, it showed in the interviews that the respective
curricula in counties and fields with very few apprentices were so far highly
individualised. Individualised curricula may allow to integrate learners in a specific
work environment but they hardly promote labour market integration and mobility.
This was shown in Switzerland, where the former, individualised two-year programmes
were criticised for promoting workplace-integration rather than labour market-
integration as well as for not being permeable to the more demanding VET
programmes – two reasons for which they were replaced by the nationally standardised
two-year apprenticeships (Kammermann 2017).

Despite these differences regarding the main intention, this study shows that the
criteria (dimensions) for developing the in-company part of the two-year curricula are
largely the same in both countries. Commonalities are found in the dimensions
‘occupation-specific core elements’, ‘reducing complexity’ and ‘limiting accountability
and autonomy’ (Billett 2001; Gherardi et al. 1998; Lave 1990). Lower performance
requirements in two-year curricula are defined by choosing core elements and by
reducing the complexity of work tasks which implies that autonomy and accountability
are limited. The differences found in the dimensions ‘considering the economic
setting’, ‘reducing the scope of the occupational profile’ and ‘work- vs. school-based
goals’ are related to the overall conception of two-year apprenticeships (stand-alone
occupation vs. partial qualification), to the structure of the VET systems and to
educational policy goals.

To sum up, the fact that the certificates have a different value in both countries, but
also the much longer implementation phase in Switzerland, may be responsible for the
strongly differing number of participants in two-year apprenticeships. Further, the two-
year apprenticeships in Switzerland replaced former low-level programmes whereas in
Norway they were added to the existing lower-level programmes (training candidate
scheme). The survey part of the Norwegian study shows that this led many counties to
refrain from implementing the new two-year apprenticeship so far.

The following critical questions remain to be answered: What kind of balance
between economic and social goals in low-threshold apprenticeships is needed for
the future? Switzerland balances employability with a full certification and permeability
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by crediting a year to the more demanding VET programmes. But will there still be a
demand for such low-level occupations in tomorrow’s world of work in which
upskilling and transferable competences will be increasingly important? Norway opts
for practice-oriented training without aiming at direct labour market integration after
two years but puts more emphasis on general education to ensure permeability to the
regular VET programmes by fully crediting the two years if the apprentices continue. Is
this approach more promising for the future? And will it prevent dropout during the
second stage of training?

Limitations of the Study and Outlook

The findings presented are limited for several reasons. In Norway two-year apprentice-
ships are nationally implemented only since 2016 and the experiences are still restricted to
a few counties and apprentices and therefore very limited. However, all the responsibles
who so far conceptualised and implemented two-year apprenticeships could be
interviewed. Also in Switzerland, the interview basis is rather limited. Another limitation
is that we could not include a systematic document study to compare two-year curricula of
both countries. This could be the aim of a next research step. Further research could also
integrate more countries with similar low-level VET programmes. Also, deeper compar-
ative analyses of the processes of learning, guidance and instruction in companies would
be interesting in two-year apprenticeships. For the question of stand-alone or partial
qualifications, the transition and long-term integration into the labour market would be
important issues for further research. Finally, we need more insight into the successful
inclusion of youth at risk by means of different, more flexible pathways.
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