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Work-based Learning (WBL) is a crucial component of Vocational Education and Training 

(VET) in Europe, but often educational institutions and businesses use very different concepts 

and languages in their approaches to WBL. In order to foster cooperation between education 

and business, it is necessary to build a bridge that effectively links VET educational institutions 

with companies. To increase the quality of WBL and the impact of VET, the concepts of 

modern VET need to be widely understood, shared and followed by the people responsible 

for WBL within companies. The WBL Accelerator project was initiated by the project partners 

to help and support these target groups “to speak a common language”.   

 

Therefore, the aim of the WBL Accelerator project is to improve the quality of WBL in VET 

systems in Europe through an innovative training programme and compendium of supports to 

enable the WBL responsible staff in companies to become familiar with the following aspects: 

 VET pedagogics 

 European VET standards 

 European VET methodologies and instruments 

 Modern WBL planning on the basis of European WBL principles and practical 

exercises 

Most companies involved in work-based learning have staff dedicated and appointed to be 

responsible for the implementation of it. It can be a staff member selected from fore workers, 

company owners, HR staff, training managers, but we have to be aware of and take into 

consideration a fact, that in many cases these responsible persons are not pedagogues or 

educationalists, but skilled workers having practically no professional knowledge on VET 

systems and methods, as they carry out completely different roles and duties within their 

functions on a daily basis.  

What is needed to bridge this gap, is a highly modular and fragmentised training programme 

for WBL responsibles in companies which is focused on company values and objective, 

efficient, fast and compatible with European VET standards. It must be flexible for use within 

European VET systems, use business language and allow for business immersion, making it 

easily accessible for companies which are the driving forces of WBL. 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE WBL ACCELERATOR 

EXPLORATIVE RESEARCH 
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The need to support the development of relevant skills amongst this target group, as well as 

other procedures and steps to improve the quality of work-based learning and maximise the 

impact of VET has emerged as part of a comprehensive research process undertaken in 

partner countries which is the focus of this Research Report. 

 

This report presents the findings from this extensive research process undertaken by project 

partners in Austria, Ireland, Malta, Germany, Slovenia and Spain.  

 

 

 

 

This Research Report comprises the first intellectual output of the WBL Accelerator project 

and provides a comprehensive overview of the entire research process and its findings, which 

was led by Meath Partnership, and implemented locally in all six partner countries.  

The aim of the Explorative Research process was to help to define the status of WBL in 

companies, investigate the reasons for interface challenges and incoherencies between the 

world of work and the world of education and to identify the “language problem” between 

education systems and business realities especially in relation to VET.  

The research also provided a contemporary business reality driven picture of WBL in Europe 

from the perspective of companies and give answers to the questions, why this interface 

between companies and VET in education institutions is such a difficult one. 

The outcomes of this explorative research process will inform the future development work of, 

namely:  

1. IO2 – Modular Training Programme for WBL responsibles in companies  

2. IO3 – Handbook "Modern WBL in Europe – concepts, methods, practical applications"  

The WBL Accelerator training programme (IO2) will be the core output of the project and will 

be a flexible modular course for the people involved with WBL in companies. The WBL 

Accelerator training programme will be aimed at giving WBL responsibles the necessary 

competences, knowledge and practical experiences to enable their positive impact on WBL 

within the European VET system, to plan WBL according the European VET policy 

instruments, strategies and methods and to achieve coherence between what is taught at VET 

school and what is achieved through WBL in companies.  

AIMS OF THE EXPLORATIVE RESEARCH REPORT 
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The final intellectual output (IO3) of the project will be a comprehensive handbook: Modern 

WBL in Europe – concepts, methods, practical application that will function as an extensive 

guide for WBL responsibles on how WBL processes in companies could be planned, 

implemented and evaluated. The language used in the handbook will be that used and 

preferred by companies and HR departments; all the VET terminology and education theory 

will be translated into business terminology. Moreover, as we develop this output, we are 

mindful to ensure that the handbook refers to the standard activities and processes in 

companies and fully reflects business realities. 

 

 

 

 

The working research methodology implemented in each partner country comprised the 

hosting of two focus group meetings with 12 participants in each group reaching a total of 144 

persons across the partner countries. The participants in the focus group sessions included 

people within companies that were responsible for all and any type of work-based learning 

and included company owners, HR personnel, training personnel, line managers, team 

leaders, fore workers, shop stewards and apprenticeship counsellors.  

Why Focus Groups? One of the aims of the partners to be reached by the implementation of 

the explorative research process was to activate and engage the project’s target group 

members. As a focus group involves organised discussion with a selected group of individuals 

to gain information about their views and experiences of a topic, application of this research 

method was identified as the most effective way of obtaining several perspectives about the 

project topic.   

Questions identified by the partners were aimed at gaining a better understanding and 

knowledge of WBL in all partner countries and to find out why companies prefer to apply WBL 

in practice, what is the legislation framework of this process, what are the procedures and 

processes applied in the partner countries and also what support is offered to the WBL 

responsibles by their management. 

In addition, the partners also explored the current challenges faced by WBL responsibles in 

their companies; captured their level of knowledge about VET and understood what (if any) 

relationship existed with the local education institutions. 

OVERVIEW OF THE EXPLORATIVE RESEARCH 

PROCESS: METHODOLOGY 
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The last set of questions focused on mapping the needs and identifying the next steps, 

supporting further professional development of WBL responsibles. The diversity of the 

composition of each group greatly contributed to the specifications of the skills and abilities of 

the ideal WBL responsible. 

The finalisation of the exploration research process was decisive as partners were able to plan 

and design an effective training plan, by identifying the skills and abilities expected from the 

WBL responsible, to be able to support the apprentices’ professional development to the 

greatest extent possible. 

The data from both focus group sessions in each country were analysed and summarised by 

the project partners with the main findings provided in short Country Research Report which 

are available on the WBL Accelerator project website: https://www.wblaccelerator.eu/en/. 

These country research reports created the basis for a development of this Explorative Study 

Report. 

The WBL Accelerator process was undertaken by partners in Austria, Ireland, Malta, 

Germany, Slovenia and Spain between January and March 2019.  

Partners had to tailor the initial plan to organise two Focus Group with 12 participants per 

group, in several countries to the needs of the target group members and to the level of their 

interest, resulting in organising several meetings to meet the goals set within the project, on 

different days and places, and also in some instances held personal, one to one meetings, 

mainly with representatives of small businesses in some of the partner countries.  

The composition of the Focus Groups was rather diverse across the partner countries. 

Representatives of both SMEs and large enterprises were involved in the sessions. Different 

sectors were represented in the groups, as follows: 

 In Austria, there were representatives of IT, Manufacturing, Gastronomy;  

 In Germany representatives of Business Consulting, Legal, Tax, HR, IT, Travel, VET 

Training, Regional Business Development; 

 In Spain representatives of Services, Catering, Hotel Management, Socio-Sanitary, 

Computing;  

FINDINGS FROM EXPLORATIVE RESEARCH PROCESS 

 

https://www.wblaccelerator.eu/en/
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 In Ireland representatives of Electrical, Plumbing and Mechanical Services, 

Construction, IT, Insurance, Hairdressing; 

 In Slovenia representatives of Joinery, Hotel Services, Gastronomy, Masonry, Tool 

Making, Stone-Cutting, Mechanics, Paper Industry; 

 In Malta representatives coming from the Engineering, Transport, Community 

Services, Agribusiness, Business and Commerce backgrounds.  

 

In order to obtain comparable and evaluable information, we asked the participants 

participated in the focus group sessions in each country 3 questions, that were identified by 

the partners as the most significant in terms of mapping the overall WBL process in each 

country, obtaining information about corporate motivation to apply WBL in practice and what 

support they provide to WBL responsibles and apprentices themselves.  

 

 

 

In order to introduce and discuss the project objectives with local stakeholders, a series of 

focus groups were held with representatives of businesses, and organisations from across the 

north east German regions of Berlin/Brandenburg and Mecklenburg Western-Pomerania. As 

outlined in the guide, partners invited focus group participants from their existing networks of 

business professionals, HR managers and business owners.  

The focus groups were planned in conjunction with a Business lunch networking event on the 

campus of FHM Berlin and FHM Schwerin:  

 28th January 2019 FHM Campus Berlin, on the occasion of the FHM New Year`s 

reception  

 31st January 2019 FHM Campus Schwerin, on the occasion of New Year`s reception 

of Unternehmerverband Norddeutschland Mecklenburg-Schwerin e.V (business people 

network of northern Germany Mecklenburg Schwerin association) at FHM Campus 

Schwerin.  

 

In the case of the FHM Berlin focus group the event was supported by the Network for 

Teaching Entrepreneurship NFTE Deutschland e.V. association (see www.nfte.de). The 

GERMANY 

FOCUS GROUP SESSIONS IN PARTNER COUNTRIES 
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chairman of the scientific advisory council Prof. Wolf-Dieter Hasenclever held a welcoming 

speech at the focus group, introducing the different themes and an overview of the current 

vocational training situation in Germany. In case of the Schwerin focus group, support was 

given by the local business people association Unternehmerverband Norddeutschland 

Mecklenburg-Schwerin e.V (see unternehmerverbaende-mv.com). Its Vice-President Detlef 

Elss held the introductory speech highlighting the necessity for transparency in qualification 

accreditation and recognition across Europe.  

 

A third focus group was planned in conjunction with the International Tourism Trade fair, with 

an invitation circulated through the existing networks a fortnight prior to the trade fair to secure 

participation among the trade fair guests and FHM partners.  

 6th of March 2019 Messe Berlin Grounds, on the occasion of the International Travel 

Tradeshow ITB Berlin. 

 

Once all the preparation had been completed and the focus groups were underway, project 

partners followed the same format suggested in the guidelines; namely, they began by 

welcoming and thanking the participants for attending. Participants were asked to sign the 

attendance list and a participant profile list. The focus groups were moderated and mediated 

by Prof. Dr. Heike Bähre and Ian O’Donovan, of FHM Berlin. They gave a brief overview of 

the topic being discussed, as well as an overview of the proceeding project “ECVET goes 

Business” and its project outcomes. The participants also took time to establish the ground 

rules and code of conduct determining how participants behaved in the group setting and then 

they introduced the questions to be discussed by the group. Each participant was given an 

opportunity to introduce him- or herself and their professional background. The focus groups 

were held in a relaxed setting, giving opportunity to each participant to express their views. 

For research purposes the focus group sessions were recorded, and permission was granted 

from each participant.  

 

The focus groups were successfully hosted in Schwerin and in Berlin, with ample participation 

from across a wide range of business sectors. All three events generated high quality and 

diverse results for the project research purposes.  

 

The participants of the focus groups were diverse in nature and involved participants from the 

following sectors:  

 Business Consulting;  
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 Solicitor and Tax-advisory;  

 Hospitality industry;  

 Recruitment;  

 Human resource consultancy;  

 Event management;  

 Business Network organisation;  

 Regional business development;  

 Private vocational training & education firms;  

 Travel technology company and 

 IT Solution providers  

 

The focus groups minutes were compiled using the recorded audio data (via the computer 

program Amberscipt). Key findings and points of interest were accumulated from the minutes 

and the results were compiled in the research report, based on the relevancy to the project 

objectives. Not all points of discussion from the focus groups were included in the research 

report, as often the discussions become locally- and regionally focussed, however all these 

points have been recorded in the focus group meeting minutes for reference.  

 

Key findings of the focus group highlighted that the German vocational training system is well 

established and has a long tradition, and a structure that is quite unique compared to some 

European countries. This in turn leads to difficulties in the recognition of qualifications from 

outside of Germany, at the vocational training level. In comparison, there is very little difficulty 

in the recognition of academic qualification (Bachelor, Master etc.). Although the vocational 

training system is well structured, there are differences across the different federal states 

within Germany, and particularly across certain professions. This can lead to difficulties of 

qualification recognition even within Germany itself.  

 

In terms of work-based learning in the terms of professional development within private 

companies, there is vast variety of differences across German industry. WBL policy is often 

dictated by the size and scale of a company, and area of industry. One commonality found 

amongst the different companies was that, WBL within companies is often employee initiated 

and the direction the learning can take is often led by the individual employee wishes. The 

WBL is also obviously dependent upon available budgets and relevance to the role of the 

employee.  
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There were some innovative and interesting suggestions and recommendations discussed by 

the focus group participants in regards to IO2. There was agreement that IO2 needs to 

integrate a digital format and that dissemination events are essential in order to message out 

to businesses in the region.  Each Focus group event was reported in the FHM website, 

highlighting the support of the business organisations, describing the objectives of the focus 

groups. 

 

 

 

In Austria, two partners implemented two focus groups of the Explorative Research process 

together, following the methodology and guidelines provided by Meath Partnership.  

Auxilium and the Austrian Economic Chambers (WKO) exploited both their networks and sent 

invitations, as well as info sheets to managers/company owners, HR personnel, shop stewards 

and supervisors working in different companies. A balance between various sectors and 

company sizes were targeted; therefore, large companies were contacted as well as SMEs – 

across a variety of sectors.  

 

To achieve this mix of expertise, it was decided not to reach out only on a local level, but also 

to invite target groups at a regional level, especially in the region of Upper Styria where many 

large manufacturing companies are located. At first, one date with two timeslots were set in 

January – one in Graz, Austria’s second biggest city and state capital of Styria, and one in 

Upper Styria to ensure easy accessibility for potential target group members in this region. 

Unfortunately, the feedback was rather scarce.  

 

Only a few were willing to participate in the focus groups due to the fact that participation would 

mean sacrificing either leisure time or payed time – none of which appealed to the business 

world as a great deal. This kind of feedback was not surprising as WKO and Auxilium both 

have vast experience in working with achievement- and performance-based businesses. This 

is actually a very important point for consideration, which was already mentioned in the 

proposal: businesses have hardly any time to spare, because time spent on anything that does 

not produce an immediate profit, is often considered as wasted or not worth it.  

 

So, two new dates were set up on February 6th and 7th 2019 and the communication approach 

was repeated and accelerated. Potential participants were contacted personally and the 

emphasis of the focus group was put on their benefit and take-away instead of the call to 

AUSTRIA 
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support the WBL Accelerator project and sharing opinion. This time, more persons responded 

and agreed to take part in the focus groups.  

 

The first focus group was implemented on February 6th 2019 at 2pm at the premises of the 

Austrian Economic Chambers (WKO) in Graz, Austria. Dr. Georg Müllner, the representative 

of the WBL Accelerator partner Auxilium, moderated the focus group and Nina Dohr, the 

representative of WKO, managed the documentation.  

 

The second focus group was implemented on February 7th 2019 again at 2pm at the premises 

of the Austrian Economic Chambers (WKO) in Graz, Austria. This time, Nina Dohr moderated 

the focus group while a representative of Auxilium played the supporting role and managed 

the documentation.  

 

Overall, 24 target group members were present for both focus groups and discussed the 

questions prepared. They came from large companies and SME’s in the sectors of IT, 

manufacturing, gastronomy and all of them were trusted with HR processes in their 

companies.  

 

In Ireland, Meath Partnership implemented two focus groups and several one on one meetings 

with companies who employ apprentices as part of their workforce. Understanding the 

apprentice programmes in Ireland was an important first step in preparing for the research and 

the Apprenticeship Act of 1967 was reviewed.  

A broad range of participants comprising various sectors and company sizes were identified 

and invited in order to gain valuable feedback for the process. We also contacted 

organisations such as Construction Federation of Ireland, Aer Rianta, Eir and Iarnród Éireann, 

who are the largest employers of apprentices in the country. In order to identify SMEs to join 

the Focus Groups the team searched the internet for details of companies who are advertising 

for apprentices. This search was supported by using Meath Partnership’s network and 

advertising for WBL employers on Meath Partnerships Facebook and channels of the 

companies.  

 

Ensuring that there was a good cross section of focus group participants from the following 

areas:  

 Traditional apprenticeships such as electrical, plumbing and mechanics  

IRELAND 
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 New apprenticeships such as ICT, Insurance and OEM  

 Large companies e.g. IBM, Jones Engineering, Kilsaran and Dromone  

 SMEs e.g. TK Alarms, Darren O’Connor Plumbing, WD Electrics and HQ Hairdressing 

 

The focus groups were held in Dublin and Kildare which corresponded to the nearest locations 

for those who were joining the Focus Groups. It was initially rather difficult to convince 

participants to attend the focus group sessions as there was often no perceived benefit for 

them to attend. This was relevant mainly for SMEs with less than 5 employees, who could not 

afford to take time out of their busy schedules to participate. In a limited number of cases one 

to one meetings were organised to facilitate participants as they were less time consuming 

and in this way, it was possible to move the research forward. 

Two employer focus groups were organised by MCAST with the first focus group having 14 

participants; while the second focus group included 15 participants. The companies invited to 

participate in the focus groups were chosen as they are MCAST partners in the apprenticeship 

schemes. Furthermore, the companies invited represented the various local industry sectors, 

namely Engineering and Transport, Community Services, Agribusiness, and Business and 

Commerce. Both focus groups were held at the MCAST Main Campus and facilitated by two 

MCAST staff members, namely the Director of Apprenticeship and Work-based Learning and 

the person who co-ordinated the Country Thematic Review Report on Apprenticeship in Malta.  

To guide the discussion, the facilitators adhered to the structured discussion guides, including 

specific questions with suggested probes as provided by the Project deliverable leader. Prior 

to the discussion, the participants were given information about the aim and the main 

objectives of the WBL Accelerator project.  The discussions of approximately 9 topics lasted 

about 2 hours. Topic domains included those addressed in the research questions previously 

listed.  

The notes taken from each focus groups were analysed for themes in order to produce a single 

thematic report along the lines of the topic domains contained in the discussion guide. The 

analysis, were then divided into three main sections, namely state of play, challenges and 

future steps. 

 

 

MALTA 
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In Slovenia, CCIS implemented the two focus groups of the Explorative Research following 

the methodology and guidelines provided by Meath Partnership. CCIS exploited their network 

of companies which are involved in the apprenticeship pilot. The network was formed on the 

basis of good cooperation between CCIS and these companies which has been established 

since the pilot implementation of the new Apprenticeship Act (in 2017), when CCIS obtained 

public authorisation for verification of learning places in companies, registration of 

apprenticeship contracts and organisation and implementation of interim and final external 

examinations.  

 

Furthermore, CCIS has been actively collaborating with VET schools since 2006 (adoption of 

Vocational Education Act), as it has been publicly authorised for verifying learning places in 

companies and registering individual learning agreements. CCIS employees are working with 

companies involved in apprenticeship and work-based learning on a daily basis. Invitations 

were sent out to the HR departments of the selected companies involved in the apprenticeship 

pilot (balancing various sectors and company sizes) with an explanation, that the focus groups 

are targeting all personnel involved in the implementation of apprenticeship in their respective 

companies.  

 

Eventually, there were 15 representatives of medium-sized companies, 3 representatives of 

small-sized companies, 2 representatives of micro-companies and 5 representatives of large 

companies that participated in the focus groups (in general SMEs represent about 99,8% of 

all companies in Slovenia and employ around 72,7% of all employed in Slovenia (EU28 

average is 66,8%)1). 1Among the company representatives, there were 19 mentors, 1 

director/mentor, 3 HR managers, 1 safety engineer and 1 supervisor.  

 

During the desk research, there was a short survey on the profiles of the personnel involved 

in the apprenticeship in the companies implemented – the results showed that in 51% of the 

cases mentors are the ones responsible for the implementation of apprenticeship in their 

company, HR department in 31% of the cases, directors in 9% of the cases and plant 

managers/supervisors in 9% of the cases. Therefore, it was expected that the most of the 

participants of the focus groups will be mentors.  

 

                                                           
1 1 European Commission (2016). 2016 SBA fact sheet Slovenia.  

 

SLOVENIA 
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Since Slovenia is a small country, it was decided to reach out on a regional and national level, 

so there were representatives from all statistical regions participating in the focus groups. 

Companies participating in the focus groups came from several different sectors: joinery, 

gastronomic and hotel services, metal shaping-toolmaking, masonry, stonecutting, machine 

mechanics, paper and paper converting industry.  

 

Both focus groups were implemented on February 6th 2019 at the premises of the Chamber 

of Commerce and Industry of Slovenia in Ljubljana. There was a common introductory part 

with a short presentation of the project. Overall, 25 target group members participated in the 

focus groups and discussed the questions prepared. Following introduction, participants were 

divided into two groups (12 and 13 participants), with two facilitators, representatives of CCIS, 

Ana Žemva Novak and Željka Kelkedi. 

In order to meet the objective of gathering 24 companies to carry out the Exploratory 

Research, telephone calls and emails were sent to more than 80 companies informing them 

of the project and inviting them to participate in the discussion groups planned to be held in 

Fondo Formación Euskadi. All companies contacted had a previous professional relationship 

with Fondo Formación Euskadi. Finally, seeing the difficulty of grouping so many people at 

the same time (due to the timetable of each business/company) three discussion groups were 

organised, in Trapagaran: 

 Focus group session 1: held 28th January 2019, at 12:00 - 9 people attended. 

 Focus group session 2: held 31st January 2019, at 16:00 - 8 people attended. 

 Focus group session 3: held 1st February 2019, at 12:00 - 7 people attended. 

Most of the representatives taking part in the focus groups were from the service sector. 

Although representing the service sector, the compilation of the groups was rather diverse. 

Industries and companies represented in the focus groups were:  

 Trade (IKEA, TOYSRUS, SIMPLY, KIABI), auxiliary industry company (Applus, Eman, 

Embaza etc.) 

 Catering and hotel management (Ongi Etorri Restaurant, Hotel Puerta de Bilbao) 

 Sociosanitary (Fundación Miranda, Igurco, Fundación Beato Domingo Iturrate, 

Aspaldiko Foundation, etc.),  

 IT (Normicro).  

 

SPAIN 
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Regarding the size of the companies, most of them were small and medium enterprise. Large 

companies represented in the focus group sessions were: IKEA, TOYSRUS, KIABI, Igurko, 

Fundación Miranda and Hotel Puerta de Bilbao. All of the participants were in direct contact 

with apprenticeship management within their company. The methodology followed within each 

focus group was the one recommended by Meath Partnership and described in the document 

"O1 – Explorative Research Methodological Guidelines". 

 

The key finding highlighted by the participants is, that the size and the management of the 

company determines the vision and the objective of the apprenticeship. The general and 

predominant idea among companies was that through WBL they can train VET students 

according to their own production processes, and can more adequately cover their present or 

future needs for qualified staff. Through WBL they are able to enrich their workforce in a more 

competitive and innovative way. 

 

 

 

 

 

The first question was aimed at finding out why companies involved in work-based learning 

(WBL) and what makes it attractive to them? The answers to this question were almost equal 

in each of the partner countries. 

 

The most important reasons why companies opt to apply WBL in their daily practises identified 

by the participants were: 

 

 Talent capture 

Many of the participants consider this option to be the most relevant, as employing a young 

person while acquiring basic knowledge and tracking his or her development at the workplace 

can help to reveal and evaluate the talent and potential of the person. 

 

Revealing the talent in the initial phases ensures the possibility to provide the apprentice with 

the support and attention needed to achieve better results. A common practice phenomenon 

is that some apprentices develop into leadership positions and are also able to do their job at 

a very high standard and with great commitment. 
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 Training of apprentices according to the company’s requirements and needs 

Each company has its own procedures and requirements that are applied in practice on a daily 

basis. Employing apprentices is a great advantage, as the future potential workers are trained 

on the basis of these requirements. Having the required skills and knowledge, the need for 

retraining and/or training of the employee prior to working for the company is eliminated. 

 

 WBL offers an opportunity to sustain the company’s workforce into the future 

Another finding from the research was that often if the right working conditions are in place 

during the WBL, the relationship between the employee and the employer is established, 

linked and trusted. In the event that the employer provides the employee with suitable 

conditions and environment, employees often reward the employer for their efforts by 

remaining loyal and form a strong employee base for the company from a long-term 

perspective. 

 

 WBL is a cheap, risk-free source of labour 

Employing an apprentice in a company can deliver a cost-effective workforce compared with 

fully paid regular employees, but this approach can have limitations as often apprentices need 

time to study and attend VET institutions in order to achieve their qualifications. Finally it was 

also highlighted that students are constantly supervised by well-trained staff with years of 

experience and knowledge. This also eliminates the risk of accidents or injuries as well as 

other forms of potential harm when working in the company. 

The following section of the report, explores the country-specific answers received through 

the focus group sessions.   

WBL responsibles taking part on the focus groups were coming from different positions within 

the company, some of them dealing directly with the apprentices and trainees and at the same 

time, also being responsible for managing the company structures and process of the 

employee’s professional development.  

 

As the most important reason and motivation for the companies to take on apprentices 

(Lehrling, Praktikant/Praktikantin) and trainees (Praktikum für Praktikanten, Praktikantinnen) 

was identified as the need to sustain the company’s business into the future by securing highly 

qualified staff trained, in line with a qualification corresponding to the state-approved 

apprenticeship programme (Berufsausbildung entsprechend Berufsbildungsgesetz).  

GERMANY 
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The motivation to run professional development training (Fort- und Weiterbildung) within an 

organisation is led by the desire to increase the workers’ productivity and efficiency and also 

to increase the proficiency of the employees, and to ensure that workers remain adequately 

challenged and equally satisfied.  

The results of the two focus groups showed, that there are four main reasons that companies 

offer vocational training/apprenticeships in the workplace:  

1. Companies want to eliminate the shortage of skilled workers  

Providing work-based learning, the companies want to ensure the availability of skilled people 

trained in line with the needs and expectations of the company. This kind of training enhances 

the chances of apprentices becoming long-term professional workers with a solid knowledge 

on the company’s background, aims, corporate culture and tasks.  

2. Apprentices and interns support companies in simple tasks, giving more time to the 

other employees to complete other tasks 

These tasks are often repetitive or easy to do and do not require specific knowledge, skills or 

experiences. Even though it is not the primary reason, many companies also see apprentices 

as a win-win situation, as although they are getting payed; they are still a cheaper work force 

compared to the contracted workers.  

3. Offering apprenticeships gives the apprentice and the company the chance to get to 

know each other better, which is also essential for future employment or vocational 

training. 

Providing short-term learning experiences has proved to be a good basis for both the company 

and the apprentice to decide, whether a longer term training commitment will work.   

4. Apprenticeships are attractive ways of cooperation for companies as well as for 

students, as students benefit from the possibilities offered by the company, while the 

company benefits from the new and innovative ideas and approaches identified and 

applied by the apprentices. This reason has been identified as very important 

considering its direct impact on the company’s further development.  

Overall, the main aim and reason to get involved in the process of apprenticeships for the 

companies is to become an attractive workplace and to be able to recruit skilled workers.  
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The response to this question in Ireland was quite similar whether it was from a small to 

medium enterprise or a large company. Apprentices were mainly engaged by the companies 

so that they would have a steady flow of skilled workers who had been trained in-house and 

who understood the business and specialities of the work. They are also trained to the 

standards of the organisation. Larger companies also mentioned the benefit of apprentices 

understanding the work ethics and values of their companies.  

 

SMEs in particular mentioned that apprentices were a cheaper option and although they were 

not fully trained, they could still contribute to their work force from the start of their 

apprenticeship. It was also mentioned that having apprentices was very useful for succession 

planning in larger companies. However, the trend appeared to be, that approximately two 

years after completing the apprenticeship they moved on to other companies. 

All participants in both focus groups confirmed that apprenticeships and other forms of work-

based learning is an asset to their company as they bring significant benefits to the business 

and existing workforce. According to all participants present, apprenticeships are a unique 

way to nurture their own workforce as they combine on-the-job training in their organisation 

with off-the-job learning which in turn provides the employers with an effective way of growing 

their skills base. Furthermore, most of the participants said that apprenticeships are 

particularly relevant today as a way of dealing with the current mismatch of industry demands 

and what is actually being produced by educational institutions. Training apprentices can be 

more cost-effective than hiring skilled staff and can reduce overall training and recruitment 

costs. On many occasions, apprentices tend to be loyal to the organisations that invest in them 

thus improving staff retention rates. Employers also stated that apprenticeship is a means to 

address the local growing economy while filling skill gaps accurately and cost effectively 

compared to finding specialist skills in the external labour market.  This is in line with what the 

Minister for Education and Employment had stated in January 2015, ‘Unemployment is not 

Malta’s main issue, but conversely, matching the skills to jobs is proving to be a major task 

and the biggest stumbling block to economic growth in Malta’ (Bartolo, 2015). Other benefits 

shared by medium sized companies include, that apprentice training is integrated into the day 

to day workplace requirements, thereby minimising disruption that can be caused by 
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employees being off site for new skills training. This benefit was not shared by all present, 

especially by the small and micro companies. 

 

Since the revamp in the apprenticeship scheme in Malta, most employers are happy with the 

quality of apprenticeships as through learning theory and applying the knowledge and skills 

acquired at the VET institution, they are making a contribution to their business more quickly. 

A few of those entities participating in the focus groups also stated that WBL improves staff 

retention as apprentices often remain with the company after completing their apprenticeship.  

Finally, on many occasions, companies have had a positive experience, as apprentices also 

bring dynamics to the company resulting in improved motivation. In some occasions, 

apprentices have also made it to a top position within the company. 

The main reasons for the involvement of companies in work-based learning identified within 

the two focus group sessions in Slovenia were the following:  

1. Offering training to future employees (especially due to the shortage of skilled workers 

and the retirement of master craftsmen)  

Since companies can offer students/apprentices training with the state-of-the-art equipment, 

experienced mentors and in real working environment, they can also ensure they will get 

skilled workers in the future; moreover, if these students/apprentices decide to stay, they will 

also be already aware of the corporate culture of the company. Involving apprentices/students 

also helps balancing ageing workplaces.  

2. Participation in the education of new generations is key within the context of social 

responsibility, especially since apprenticeships have a positive impact on youth 

unemployment;  

3. Improving productivity while reducing costs (apprenticeship/student allowances still 

represent lower costs for the company compared to the other contracted employees’ 

wages).  

Overall, participants of the Focus Groups in Slovenia stated, that apprenticeship offers better 

training, according to the needs of the economy and also supports easier transition from 

education to work (early professional socialisation), as well as early employment of young 

people and more coordinated supply and demand for staff.  
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The general consensus of the focus groups held in Spain was that WBL is very positive for 

both students and companies, as it brings together the knowledge from the classroom with 

the knowledge of the workplace. This practical learning is ideal to complete one curriculum 

vitae (CV). As identified by the participants, there are differences in the perception of WBL 

depending on the size of the company. In general, for large companies (IKEA, KIABI, Igurco 

etc.) apprenticeships are attractive in first place, as they are: 

 a very good training methodology focused on the ad hoc needs of the company 

 an appropriate selection tool for the subsequent hiring of future employees, foreseeing 

a demand for workers in the near future. It allows companies to get to know future candidates 

and to have qualitative information about the person before formally incorporating them into 

the company. Most WBL students are hired by the companies when they finish their training 

period. 

 a way to capture talent. 

Capturing talent requires complex selection processes and sometimes the results of this 

process are not always reliable. Therefore, the opportunity to offer WBL seems to be a good 

opportunity to gain in-depth knowledge of the students' performance facilitating the success 

of the selection process. Students during their WBL also acquire relevant information about 

the company in which they do their training, so that the WBL reduces the uncertainty for both 

parties and thus favours the efficiency of the labour intermediation system. 

 

When selecting students for WBL, companies are looking for those with a desire to work and 

stay with the company afterwards, so that the relationship is not restricted only to the WBL 

period. The motivation to work is also very important. Briefly, some of the characteristics most 

valued by employers are certain personal features, such as a positive personal attitude and 

ability for team work, which can only be identified through direct contact between 

worker/employer and student. The attitude towards work is fundamental and this differentiates 

one person from another when the company is making decisions about the subsequent 

contracts. Therefore, it has been agreed, that WBL represents a very useful mechanism of 

labour insertion for companies. A representative of one of the companies stated, that WBL is 

mandatory in their case and is a precondition to work for the company.  

 

Large and medium-sized companies revealed that they hire the majority of staff having 

previous WBL experience in their companies. They welcome all types of profiles from varied 

age groups. Large companies manage about 30 to 80 people in WBL per year, while 
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employees overseeing WBL are trained across the entire process. Companies are looking for 

people willing to learn and their aim is to train them to the highest standards. They consider 

WBL as an investment coupled with the need to hire new workers in the near future. WBL 

requires extra time and resources to be invested by companies; therefore, their effort is to train 

apprentices according to the specific needs of the company. This process also requires a great 

deal of attention and effort by in-company trainers to train the apprentices properly. Large 

companies offer WBL students training under constant supervision.  

 

On the other hand, small companies see the WBL as an opportunity for cheap labour. They 

do not consider WBL only as a way of training potential future employees. They declare that 

tutoring WBL students is sometimes more of an obligation than an investment for the 

company. Small companies manage from between six to one student per year. Small 

companies also apply WBL to cover staff shortages during their busy periods, hiring 

apprentices for specific positions. These companies are not always in a position to keep 

apprentices employed after their WBL period is over and they do not consider WBL as an 

investment in their future employees. Although in saying that they are using this process to 

gain a better knowledge of the abilities of the existing WBL students, who could be potentially 

hired by the company in the future once this need arises. In the case of small companies, 

students are often not motivated and prefer to be placed in large companies with greater 

opportunities; as placements in small companies can give rise to uncertainty as to whether 

they will be able to stay with the company long-term; therefore, the primary aim of most 

students is to finish the WBL period as soon as possible to comply with the CV requirements 

and continue with their studies. This was identified as a reason, why many small companies 

experience that young people prefer to continue studying, rather than work.  

 

Answers to the second question revealed the range of regulations and policies in place to 

regulate WBL in partner countries, identifying who is typically responsible for it and how the 

process is managed within companies. Answers to this question also revealed the typical 

number of the apprentices’ companies support on annual basis. The results are analysed and 

presented per partner country. 

There is a long tradition of apprenticeships across Germany (Berufsausbildung, entsprechend 

Berufsbildungsgesetz). It includes normally a three-way-partnership between the private 

company taking on an apprentice (Ausbildungsbetrieb), the Chamber of Trade and 
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Commerce, or Chamber of Skilled Crafts (Industrie- und Handwerkskammer oder 

Handwerkskammer) and the vocational college (Berufsschule). Normally vocational schools 

are administered by the state. But there is also the possibility, that a Chamber of Trade & 

Commerce or Chamber of Skilled Crafts (Industrie- und Handwerkskammer oder 

Handwerkskammer) authorises a private vocational college, or that the National Employment 

Agency (Agentur für Arbeit) subsidises these private vocational schools in accordance with 

the Chamber of Trade & Commerce or Chamber of Crafts (Industrie- und Handwerkskammer 

oder Handwerkskammer). In some vocations it is also possible, that the student qualifies at a 

vocational college, for an internship (e.g. Pharmazeutischer Assistant/PTA). This is a non-

academic vocational qualification (training period: 2 to 3 years).  

An apprenticeship structure in the vocational training (Berufsausbildung) system involves 

sharing time between practical experience in a private company and theoretical learning at 

the vocational colleges. Policy and structure for apprenticeships are centrally managed by the 

IHK (Chamber of Trade and Commerce) or HwK (Chamber of Skilled Crafts) in cooperation 

with private companies and the Vocational Colleges (according to the local or regional IHK or 

HWK). However, the apprenticeship plans are often flexible, but always in line with the 

educational regulations (Ausbildungsverordnung) according to each vocation and profession. 

In each private company there has to be certified ADA trainers (ADA = Ausbildung der 

Ausbilder, in English: train the trainers) responsible for the practical training of apprentices 

according to the trained vocation.  

In Austria overall, every company, which offers apprenticeship, is legally obliged to follow the 

existing guidelines and laws. Namely, the BAG (Berufsausbildungsgesetz, translated as 

Vocational Training Act; RIS 2019) compiles all laws related to the vocational training in 

Austrian companies in the framework of apprenticeships. The Austrian Economic Chambers 

is actually a consultant for companies with regards to the compliant implementation of work-

based learning in Austria and offers a variety of supporting documents for businesses and HR 

responsibles (WKOÖ 2011; WKO 2016).  

 

In every company there has to be at least one person, depending on how many apprentices 

the company has, supervising them. The person responsible could be the company owner or 

another person who has the professional competences, pedagogical-methodological 

competences and legal knowledge, which all has to be verified and evidenced. These 

competences could be acquired in a 40-hour training course or validated by already acquired 
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supporting documents. In either case, a test has to be passed in order to become the 

apprentice supervisor (WKO 2016). There is one exception, which is explained later in the 

report. Depending on the size of the company and personal supervising style of the 

responsible person, the implementation scope of the guidelines differs. In some companies, 

there are folders with plans and checklists, which are updated regularly and on which the 

training of the apprentice(s) is based, in others there is only the official job description 

according to which the apprentice is trained. These job descriptions are often either too basic 

or too specific and do not necessarily correspond with the competences mentioned in the 

standardised job descriptions or Learning Outcomes of the VET schools and thereby of the 

educational world. In most cases, the person who is responsible for the apprentice(s) has this 

task only as a side-task and is not primarily an apprentice trainer. This opportunity to focus on 

the pedagogical tasks is only possible in large companies, where there might even be 

apprentice trainers with assistants, but this is the exception. Due to this reason, there are not 

enough time resources for most WBL responsible person to focus on the apprentices and their 

work-based training.  

The national apprenticeship system is governed by legislation, principally the 1967 Industrial 

Training Act. The legislation sets out the overall structure of the national system and the 

protections for as well as the responsibilities of apprentices, employers, and education and 

training providers. There is an Apprenticeship Code of Practice and all organisations who 

employ apprentices work to these standards. 

 

Larger companies, that took part in the focus group sessions, outlined that they had processes 

and structures in place which included follow through from recruitment to the completion of 

the apprenticeship. They host regular meetings with the apprentices to review progress and 

the apprentice is often assigned a mentor and is given periodic guidance and feedback. The 

mentor is also the person who liaises with the VET institution.  

 

Overall, there was a marked difference between the craft apprenticeship companies and the 

new apprenticeship companies. Companies who have new apprenticeship schemes have 

strong structures and processes in place. The SME craft companies that may have less than 

five employees appear to have less structured processes in place, with more than one person 

being responsible for the apprentice dependent on who is free at the time. It would be usual 

for the apprentice to work directly with the owner of the company, who is also a qualified 
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practitioner.  The number of apprentices supported via WBL varied from one per annum to 

200 per annum, again related to the size capacity of the company.  

 

Each company offering apprenticeship or work-based learning must comply with the existing 

legislation, most importantly with the Apprenticeship Act and Vocational Education Act. There 

is a consultant employed at the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Slovenia who works 

with companies, VET schools and parents of the students/apprentices on daily basis, 

answering their questions and advising on different issues regarding the implementation of 

the apprenticeship. Mentors, with the support of their HR departments, are those that are 

mostly responsible for the implementation of the apprenticeship within the company. 

  

According to the Apprenticeship Act, companies must be able to provide the apprentice with 

a mentor for the duration of the practical work-related training - at least one person, depending 

on the number of apprentices’ the company has. 

  

The mentor must have:  

 at least secondary professional education, pedagogic and andragogic qualifications 

and at least three years of work experience;  

 or a master or managerial title in the field for which the apprentice is trained.  

Exceptionally, a mentor may also be a person with a secondary level vocational education and 

at least five years of work experience in the field of activity (branch) or profession for which 

the apprentice is trained and pedagogic and andragogic qualifications.  

 

A mentor cannot be a person who is prohibited from entering into an employment relationship 

or performing work in the field of education in accordance with the law governing the 

organisation and financing of education. In general, most of the participants in the focus 

groups confirmed the findings of the preliminary survey which was conducted during the desk-

research phase, that apprenticeships are included in companies’ long-term strategy or goals 

as a way of recruiting new employees (i.e. talent capture).  

 

Since apprentices in Slovenia still have student status and are enrolled in VET schools, 

companies and schools (and chambers as intermediaries) closely cooperate on the 

development of the apprenticeship plan for each apprentice (based also on the Catalogue of 
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practical work-related training which was developed by the national VET institute). These 

apprenticeship plans are the core documents for the implementation of apprenticeships.  

There are major differences between large and small companies. While in large companies 

(IKEA, Miranda Foundation, Igurco, etc.) there are policies for WBL management and set 

procedures, people responsible for tutoring and guidance, resources, etc. WBL is recognised 

by General Management (often the CEO) as a very useful tool for hiring staff. In smaller 

companies there is often less specific procedures set; the manager/owner is often the one 

who deals with the students and the resources to support WBL compared to the larger 

companies are also lower. 

 

In large companies (IKEA, KIABI, for example) there is a pre-selection of WBL students 

undertaken by the HR department based on their CV (studies completed). The HR department 

subsequently directs them towards the corresponding company departments/sections. The 

HR department, or the same tutors, do a weekly follow-up with WBL students to assess how 

they feel, what are their needs or requirements, etc. In case apprentices have enquiries, they 

can talk directly with the tutor in the company, who looks after the apprentice and offers them 

the appropriate support. In KIABI, in particular, apprentices have, in addition, access to a portal 

(Wink) for training and promotion purposes.  

 

In large companies, employees with more experience in certain field, i.e. in each department 

or section, are identified so that they can act as a tutor/counsellor for the WBL student. Young 

people are rotating between different members of the staff depending on the job or task carried 

out. In small companies, the manager (or other responsible person) is responsible for guiding 

the apprentice through diverse jobs or tasks, and students often have much lower possibilities 

of job rotation than in large companies.  

Malta’s leading vocational college, the Malta College for Arts, Science and Technology 

(MCAST) is the VET institution responsible for governing and managing the apprenticeship 

system at national level in Malta, and has been working to raise the quality of apprenticeships 

so as to strike a balance between theoretical and on-the-job training and hence enable the 

apprentice to remain employable in the long run on the basis of transferable and regularly 

updated expertise. Furthermore, with regards to collaboration with Industry, MCAST 
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participates as an important stakeholder: to provide feedback on courses delivered at MCAST 

at various levels, from MQF1 to MQF7 (Masters Degrees). Throughout the year the different 

MCAST Institutes organise seminars in which they invite people from particular industry 

sectors pertinent to each institute in order to get feedback from them about MCAST courses, 

their relevance, courses that need updating and new courses that need to be opened. This is 

followed up by other consultation seminars throughout the year and will also be part of the 

periodic cyclical review of MCAST courses across institutes and levels. MCAST is also in the 

process of appointing Industry Advisory Groups which will include social partners and 

employers.  

 

The main objectives of these groups are:  

 Identify and review competences;  

 Inform MCAST about latest trends and changes in the labour market;  

 Propose changes to existing programmes;  

 Strengthen link between VET and Industry.  

 

The Industry Advisory Groups will work together with MCAST to:  

 Evaluate existing programmes;  

 Design and develop new programmes;  

 Strengthen QA structures;  

 Identify and evaluate industry specific market needs;  

 Train in-company trainers and MCAST supervisors and  

 Attract new students from other education institutions through ERASMUS+  

 

Most of the participants in both focus groups were aware of the recent changes and have 

welcomed the effort made by MCAST in providing quality-based apprenticeship programmes 

including continuous collaboration and partnership with the local industry sectors. Nearly all 

participants have had a positive relationship with the Work-based and Apprenticeship 

Department within MCAST and have praised the efficiency, availability, readiness and 

assistance offered by the Department. Furthermore, on many occasions they are also satisfied 

with the monitoring carried out by technical staff from MCAST.  

 

The majority of companies in Malta are small or micro ones and hence, the employer is also 

the trainer/mentor to the apprentice. However, for the medium sized companies, there are 

dedicated people working in the fields of either HR or as education managers. This facilitates 

the integration, training and mentoring of the apprentice. Furthermore, in such companies, 
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there are also other dedicated technical people who ensure that the apprentice is acquiring 

the necessary skills and competences. Training is also provided in the medium sized 

companies, either in house or else through customised training programmes provided by 

educational institutions. In such companies, the persons involved in either HR or training are 

also given the opportunity to attend conferences and seminars organised by educational 

institutions, chambers and employers’ trade unions related to education and training. 

Overall conclusion: Austria, Germany and Slovenia all have regulations and laws in place 

that govern apprenticeship schemes and their implementation (appointment of mentors) while 

in Malta, Ireland and Spain there are marked differences between the procedures for larger 

companies and the SME/ microenterprise sector. The number of apprentices in placement 

also differs depending on the size of the companies. Focus group meetings included 

participants from companies employing from 1 to over 200 apprentices per annum providing 

a representative sample across Europe.  

The third question of the research aimed at finding out what support do WBL responsibles 

receive within their companies to oversee work-based learning.  

As different legislation regimes apply in each of the partner countries, the responses to this 

question also varied by country. The responses were also dependent on the size and sector of the 

company. One common feature mentioned by the participants was that the support from the 

company management tends to come in the form of both formal and informal meetings, seeking 

updates on whether the apprenticeship programme is successful or not, and what changes should 

be made to increase the effectiveness of the WBL process.  

In terms of professional development, the direction of WBL is often in the hands of the workers, 

who articulate their wishes during annual individual development meetings to develop 

themselves in a certain direction, and this can be approved or disapproved by management. 

In some federal states in Germany, employees are entitled to a certain number of days per 

year (according to the Bildungsurlaubsgesetz) for professional development. However, there 

is often lack of willingness to take these paid absences from work amongst employees and 

their employers. There is also often a lack of information about this entitlement, with the result 

being that this paid absence is often only used by representatives of trade unions, who are 

themselves well informed about this entitlement. 
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Support from company management tends to come in the form of both formal and informal 

meetings, seeking updates on whether the apprentice programme is successful or not and 

what changes need to be made.  

All companies that offer work-based learning, as per the law, must have a designated person 

responsible for apprentices. There is existing support from the management within the 

companies offered to the WBL responsibles, but it differs hugely between companies. Some 

businesses make available materials such as folders and company specific guidelines for WBL 

to support this process. The support, awareness training and educational approaches offered 

differ between companies, but also even between departments in a company. Some include 

coaching, regular meetings and the possibility to attend trainings. Although these types of 

supports are in place, WBL responsibles are mostly left on their own to deal with apprentices 

and the training of same.  

The response to this question in Ireland very much depended on the size of the company. For 

SMEs, the owner was typically the person who had the relationship with the apprentice and 

with the VET institution, so supports were identified by the owner with advice from the VET 

institution. Overall, companies did have applied processes but they were not as structured as 

those in larger companies.  

 

For larger companies there are supports in place from management, which in some cases 

included showcasing the apprenticeships on offer in local schools mainly at career evenings 

and bringing students into the companies, so that they can understand what an apprenticeship 

in their company would be like. Management in larger companies understand the importance 

of a steady flow of apprentices to support their business goals and ensure that the resources, 

procedures, advertising and policies are in place to achieve this.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the majority of companies in Malta are small or micro enterprises and 

hence, the employer is also the trainer/mentor to the apprentice. However, for the medium 

sized companies, there are dedicated people working in the fields of either HR or as education 

managers. This facilitates the integration, training and mentoring of the apprentice to a greater 
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extent within the company. Furthermore, in such companies, there are also other dedicated 

technical people who ensure that the apprentice is acquiring the necessary skills and 

competences. Training is also provided in the medium sized companies, either in house or 

else through customised training programmes provided by educational institutions. In such 

companies, the people involved in either HR or training are also given the opportunity to attend 

conferences and seminars organised by educational institutions, chambers and employers’ 

trade unions related to education and training.  

Most participants stated, that they appreciate that management recognised apprenticeships 

as a good way to train and recruit skilled workers. When management decides their company 

will participate in the apprenticeship pilot, they are the ones that start the initial cooperation 

with chambers and VET schools. Since mentors are usually the ones responsible for the 

implementation of apprenticeship in company and dealing with the apprentices, they stated 

that they also appreciate support coming from the HR departments, especially with the 

administrative work that needs to be done and reported to the VET school where the 

apprentice is enrolled; which means that management recognises the need to relieve the 

mentors from the administrative burden so that they can focus on their work with the 

apprentices, especially since most of them are also workers, i.e. are not employed solely as 

professional mentors.  

 

Some participants pointed out that their management supports them by providing them 

opportunities to enrol in additional training, as they recognise that the basic training prescribed 

by law is sometimes not enough, especially in relation to the generation gap and the fact that 

the mentors do not have a high level of pedagogic and andragogic knowledge.  

Large companies receive support from management and the HR departments for hiring, 

selection, assignment and follow-up of WBL trainees. They act as a link between the training 

centres, trainees and mentors/tutors within the company. 

 

Overall conclusion 

The most common forms of support identified in each country were: 

 Professional training 

 Feedback loops 
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 Progress reporting 

 And supports from human resource departments in terms of recruitment, selection, 

insertion and follow up. 

The language of ECVET was not well known by focus group participants in all partner 

countries; its relevance, compatibility and practical value to real life workplace 

operations was highlighted as deficit through many of the national research reports. 

This remains a significant gap to be addressed by the WBL Accelerator Project.  

 

 

 

 

The first question exploring the challenges faced by companies regarding work-based 

learning aimed at finding out the nature of the relationship between companies and their local 

VET providers and the supports they offer companies in the placement process.  

VET is provided at local level by the Industrie und Handwerkskammer (Chamber of Trade and 

Commerce) or Handwerkskammer (Chamber of Skilled Crafts) and the vocational colleges 

(Berufsschule) that they authorise. Difficulties were highlighted by the focus group participants 

between the vocational colleges and the private companies, with companies often feeling that 

the vocational colleges do not do enough to promote certain trades. Private companies also 

feel, there is also a disconnect and lack of involvement on the side of the vocational colleges 

in the day to day practical training received in private companies.  

 

In Germany, there is huge variation between the federal states controlling and managing their 

vocational colleges. It is not a consistent requirement in these colleges for teachers to have a 

vocational training background, rather a special academic qualification, without any practical 

experience in the taught vocation.  

 

Private companies also believe that more marketing for vocational training should be done on 

the university campuses, as there are a large number of university dropouts who seek new 

career paths.  Many private companies feel that more support is required for young people 
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before and during the placement process, to support young people and parents in making 

career related decisions.  

Participants of the focus group reported that there are well-established relationships between 

their companies and local/regional VET schools. This is mostly based on the fact that Austria 

has a dual VET system, where apprentices spend their vocational education in VET 

schools/centres and their vocational training in companies. These phases interchange, so 

VET students attend VET schools for one part of the semester, and are also visiting the 

company that offers their apprentice training on regular basis.  

 

Therefore, in all vocational schools, students need to do mandatory internships for which these 

relationships are useful and exploited greatly by both sides. If the students perform well during 

these short-term internships, they are commonly approached to come back to the companies 

for their training phases. 

  

In Austria, apprentices have the right to a suitable vocational education and training; therefore, 

there are also VET providers who fill the role of an umbrella apprenticeship provider. This is 

called “Überbetriebliche Lehrlingsausbildung” (literally: inter-company apprentice training) and 

the apprentices do their apprenticeship in this umbrella company (mostly a social organisation) 

and have a series of short-term internships in bigger companies (Bundesministerium für 

Digitalisierung und Wirtschaftsstandort 2019). If they do a good job, they are sometimes 

invited to do a longer-term internship or to switch to the new company and finish their 

apprenticeship there. Most companies also advertise themselves as taking on apprentices 

and are therefore often representing themselves at job fairs for vocational schools in order to 

attract future interns and apprentices.  

 

Another key relationship that needs to be taken into consideration is a relationship between 

companies and the WIFI centre connected to the Austrian Economic Chambers. The WIFI 

center (Wissen ist für immer = Knowledge is forever) offers further education in various 

sectors, from professional skills to soft skills. In the context of vocational education and 

training, the WIFI centre plays a crucial role as it offers extended apprenticeship training for 

companies and it also provides final examinations for apprentices. Apprentices have also the 

opportunity to choose a special kind of VET training, where they combine more traditional VET 

content with a higher education entrance certificate called “Matura” in Austria.  
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Overall, depending on the company there is typically an advertisement of the apprenticeship, 

but it is seldom needed as demand is driven by recommendations and existing partnerships 

with VET schools.  

Participants of the focus groups reported, that although the number of applications for 

apprenticeships are increasing in their companies, the numbers of well-suited applicants is 

decreasing creating a new challenge. One of the other main challenges identified by 

companies’ in Ireland was the lack of information provided by VET institutions on the timing 

and schedule of ‘block release’ for the apprentices. This is the time that the student spends in 

the company as part of the apprenticeship programme. This lack of clarity can have a knock-

on effect on the business when an apprentice is in college at short notice and leads often to 

frustration from within the company. This can result in work being delayed until a replacement 

for the apprentice is found and business commitments to customers are at risk.  

 

Also, the length of time that it takes an apprentice to start at a VET college could be as long 

at seven months for some types of apprenticeships. This is a challenge for both the apprentice 

and the company. The local VET institution should be able to provide accurate information on 

block release dates for all apprentices, so that companies can plan for resource cover.  

 

Overall larger companies appear to have more contact with and greater support from VET 

institutions as they are hosting many more apprentices compared with smaller companies. 

SMEs tended not to have as much contact with VET schools after the initial discussion and 

agreement to host the apprentice. Almost all companies would appreciate more contact from 

the trainer adviser within the VET institution when starting the process and would prefer face-

to-face contact where possible. A few companies in the Irish focus group commented, that the 

apprentices themselves were unsure about the apprenticeship programme and how it works 

in reality. Finally, the other challenge highlighted by companies was the administration burden 

of registering apprentices; it was suggested that the registration of apprentices should be 

handled by the VET institution and there should be a database of apprentices from which a 

company could search for an appropriate candidate. 
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Most of the participants in both focus groups were aware of the recent changes and have 

welcomed the effort made by MCAST in providing quality-based apprenticeship programmes 

including continuous collaboration and partnership with the local industry sectors.  Nearly all 

participants have had a positive relationship with the Work-based and Apprenticeship 

Department within MCAST. Furthermore, on many occasions they are also satisfied with the 

monitoring carried out by technical staff from MCAST. 

 

With regards to collaboration with MCAST, participants stated that they feel that they are 

treated as an important stakeholder. Throughout the year the different MCAST Institutes 

organise seminars in which they invite people from particular industry sectors pertinent to each 

institute in order to get feedback from them about MCAST courses, their relevance, courses 

that need updating and new courses that need to be opened. During 2018, MCAST decided 

to give more impetus to this process and in fact, as part of the programme of activities of 

Vocational Skills Week 2018, MCAST organised a series of Industry Consultation seminars 

between 5th and 16th of November. Some of the participants present in the focus group said, 

that they had also been invited to attend one of the seminars. During the seminars, MCAST 

announced that it was in the process of appointing Industry Advisory Groups which will include 

social partners and employers.  

Participants reported that cooperation between their companies and local/regional VET 

schools is well-established. VET schools are collaborating with companies on the 

development of individual apprenticeship plans; a process in which Chambers can also be 

involved as they are the entities that register apprenticeship agreements. Furthermore, WBL 

coordinators from VET schools and mentors are closely and regularly cooperating on the 

monitoring the apprentices’ progress. Some VET schools provide companies with assessment 

sheets; so that mentors can easily monitor apprentices’ progress. VET schools are also 

involved in the final examinations.  

 

Some VET schools are also collaborating with companies on the promotion of vocational 

education and training and work-based learning/apprenticeship, as well as raising awareness 

on the importance and attractiveness of different vocations.  
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Since apprenticeships in Slovenia are based on the dual VET system, where apprentices 

spend at least 50% of time in company and the rest in VET schools, close cooperation between 

schools and companies is fundamental for the system to be successful. Certain levels of 

cooperation were already established prior to the adoption of the Apprenticeship Act (2017). 

Based on the Vocational Education Act (2006), students must spend at least 24 weeks in 

practical training within companies, during a 3-year programme. This school-based learning 

is running parallel with the company-based apprenticeship form of education and therefore 

most of the VET students are still enrolled at the school institutions. Participants highlighted 

that in most cases, students spend the prescribed minimum in companies as what they find is 

that it is not nearly enough time for them to become skilled in the profession, not to mention 

that they are not able to be professionally socialised during this period. Overall, since these 

periods spent in companies and VET schools are alternate, there must be a close cooperation 

established.  

 

All companies have a consolidated relationship with the training centre(s), that provide them 

with WBL students. In most cases, the educational institutions contact companies, informing 

them about the WBL range of studies and offering their own students. The tutors of the training 

centres know the students, the training requirements, and the needs of companies and 

therefore are best placed to decide which trainees to send to the selected companies. 

In Spain, large companies work with between 7 to 18 training centres that provide them with 

WBL students. These companies, having many departments and sections, have many jobs to 

cover with different profiles. Training centres already know the needs of companies and often 

make prior selections based on this knowledge. In some cases, they send the exact number 

of WBL students demanded by the company; in other cases, as in IKEA, they make a pre-

selection and send a higher number of students demanded by IKEA, so that IKEA’s HR 

department can make the final selection based on their own criteria i.e. teamwork skills, 

proactivity etc. after an informal interview with WBL candidates. 

   

Small companies usually work with 1 or 2 centres that provide WBL students. In general, 

companies need to be flexible and prompt in the process of selecting and sending WBL 

trainees to avoid the prolonged bureaucratic process, as much as possible. Depending on the 

geographical locations it can sometimes be more difficult for training centres to offer the 

candidates required by the companies, since there are areas with less population and less 
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training centres. The companies confirm that the training centres offer help and support when 

the company needs it in relation to the placement of the WBL students. 

 

The answers to the second question gave partners a better insight into the challenges 

experienced by companies relating to the management, supervising and planning of the work 

for WBL apprentices, trainees and employees in each country. 

In Germany, it is the responsibility of a staff member to have a trainer’s certificate (Ausbildung- 

der-Ausbilder/ADA-Schein, in English: train the trainer certificate) in a private company, in 

order to supervise the practical learning and work of the apprentice, according to the state-

approved apprenticeship programme (Berufsausbildung entsprechend 

Berufsbildungsgesetz). Current feedback from these trainers highlight a growing frustration 

and impatience among the current generation of apprentices, who often find it difficult to adapt 

to the long-term learning processes compared to the rapid and often brisk gratifying processes 

in today’s digital environment. Apprentices can often have unrealistic expectations of their own 

capabilities, particularly in relation to the amount of time needed to be invested and can often 

become frustrated and upset upon realisation of their own limitations.  

Further observations of recent trainees concluded, that many of the basic skills taken for 

granted in previous generations can no longer be taken for granted. Standards in language 

skills and mathematics have dropped dramatically, as well as many basic social skills in terms 

of punctuality and politeness often need to be taught.  

The main challenges overall are: on one hand how to find “good” apprentices, who are well-

suited for the job, who have good manners and work ethic, and on the other hand how to deal 

with apprentices who lack motivation and dedication. Most companies that the participants of 

the focus groups represented face the difficulties of finding suitable apprentices, especially 

because they have observed that schools and parents often rewrite the applications of the 

potential apprentices in order to help them. Of course, this kind of support does not help the 

apprentices in question, because their competences and motivation are often overestimated, 

nor the superiors and supervisors because they are regularly disappointed, as they did not 

hire the person they expected. Due to this, apprentices who are chosen on the basis of such 
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an amended CV or cover letter, often lack motivation and are consequently at risk of dropping 

out completely from their vocational education and training.  

 

It is difficult to provide an equal accompanying process for all interns, as there are no 

mandatory standards on how to do so. As mentioned above, even in the same company, two 

different trainers might have different approaches and supervising styles, thus not providing 

the same training experience for all apprentices.  

 

One key aspect is ‘older’ employees who have been in the company for many years, and who 

are responsible for work-based learning due to their vast professional experience. However, 

due to their age they have a hard time relating to the world and to the needs of the younger 

apprentices. In addition, or maybe even as a cause of this disconnection, some of these 

people are a special exception to the training law, because persons who have supervised 

apprentices for certain periods in the 1970s do not need to do the training for apprentice 

supervisors, nor do they have to take the exam (WKO 2016).  

 

Moreover, there is not enough resources, especially in smaller companies, to take sufficient 

care of apprentices. Therefore, the position of being responsible for apprentices is seen as a 

burden instead of an opportunity in most companies, as it needs to be done in addition to the 

normal workload.  

The challenges highlighted by the SMEs in the focus groups in Ireland where somewhat 

different to those raised in the focus group sessions of the other countries. There were various 

challenges identified in connection with apprenticeships in Ireland and what was interesting is 

that many where the impact of macro-economic factors in the economy in general. The lack 

of public transport connectivity, outside of Dublin and large urban centres, was impacting on 

employers’ ability to secure apprentices, especially if the apprentice role required travelling to 

different sites within the companies’ operations. If the apprentice did not have a driving license 

or access to private transport, then often the burden for travel was placed on someone else 

within the company. Given the reach of companies working with Meath Partnership; this 

challenge was very relevant and evident given the rural locations of the enterprises. There 

was a recommendation that driving instruction should be included in the curriculum of certain 

apprenticeships, especially those in the more traditional craft sectors of electrician, plumbing, 

construction, etc.  
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The affordability of accommodation in urban centres, especially Dublin was also a challenge 

when sourcing apprentices given the previously mentioned issue of public transport. Due to 

high rents and the lack of supply of affordable accommodation, many employers based and 

operating in Dublin, were finding it increasingly difficult to attract apprentices and identified a 

real shortage of young apprentices able to live or commute to the city. Attracting young people 

to apprenticeships when the income offered for apprenticeship is quite low vis-à-vis the cost 

of living was also highlighted and there was a suggestion that tax credits against expenses 

connected with WBL would be welcomed.  

 

In some instances, employers mentioned that often young people choose apprenticeship as 

a secondary career choice and often when initial motivation was low, the likelihood of non-

completion was higher. The focus group participants wanted to see a greater emphasis on the 

promotion of WBL and apprenticeships as viable first career choices for those who do not wish 

to attend colleges and university. The last challenge identified by the employers was that often 

apprentices do not gain many relevant technical skills from the college and it would be helpful 

if there was greater collaboration between the course administrators and employers to inform 

content and curriculum objectives.  

For small- and micro-enterprises, the main challenge was the lack of human resources to 

provide mentoring to apprentices. This is due to the fact that apart from mentoring the 

apprentices, the employer is obliged to prepare attendances, sign them and also give 

feedback on the apprentice. Although many understood the need for such procedures, this 

was rather time consuming for them. Another issue raised during the focus groups was, that 

for certain sectors, there is a fear of competition from former apprentices, especially in those 

areas where the job involves a personal relationship with the client. Another challenge raised 

during the second focus group was that although MCAST has a dedicated web page related 

to WBL, there is not a lot of information regarding guidelines, procedures, apprenticeship 

standards and other relevant news. The employers also raised the issue of the lack of a 

training toolkit for employers together with a possibility of an induction course upon employing 

apprentices.   

All of the participants emphasised, that they are quite satisfied with the apprenticeship plans 

which are prepared before the programme starts, therefore they do not face any challenges 

regarding the work-planning for the apprentices/WBL students. However, they pointed out that 
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they face challenges in monitoring apprentices’ progress, especially in connection to the 

“apprentices’ diaries”. Apprentices are obliged to record their activity in these diaries, but the 

participants pointed out that they are often approaching it superficially and are not motivated. 

They would appreciate learning more about how to motivate apprentices to take this task 

seriously and to ensure certain quality of the records.  

Participants reported, that they are facing challenges in monitoring apprentices’ progress in 

general. Some VET schools provide companies with the assessment sheets which contain all 

of the learning content from the apprenticeship plan accompanied with different methods and 

tools, as well as the assessment form. However, there are many mentors and other WBL 

involved staff in companies that are not provided with any support regarding the monitoring. 

Regarding the management of apprentices in general, as mentioned above, HR departments 

sometimes take over the administrative part (e.g. reporting to VET school, handling insurance, 

safety etc.) and this way they unburden the mentors, but also in many cases, this part is the 

sole responsibility of the mentor, which is often quite challenging as it needs to be done 

besides the normal workload.  

 

More specifically, since many of the mentors are master craftsmen with decades of experience 

and different values, they sometimes face challenges in motivating the apprentices and are 

faced with the generation gap – they would appreciate some type of support in the context of 

soft skills and conflict resolution.  

 

Some questions arose regarding the implementation of the interim and final examination (first 

interim examinations for the first generation of the apprentices in the apprenticeship pilot in 

Slovenia started in March 2019). Mentors stated that they should collaborate with mentors 

from other companies to prepare a common range of tasks for the practical examination, since 

these examinations have not been unified yet. They pointed out that they appreciate this kind 

of events where they can communicate directly among each other and the chamber staff 

involved in the apprenticeship pilot (especially since the chamber is the one responsible for 

the implementation of the interim and final examinations).  

 

The main and most important feature of the apprentice, but the main risk factor at the same 

time according to the participants of the focus groups in Slovenia was the positive personal 

attitude of the person. They highlighted a need of a specific training (not in all cases), the 
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ability of teamwork, good presence, the relationship and personal communication skills, 

responsibility and motivation. Other skills of the WBL student identified by the company’s 

representatives as very important were: punctuality (to respect their own and the mentor’s 

time schedule), the positive attitude towards employment and the company and the level of 

collaboration. 

The main problem remains the attitude of the WBL student and the interest and commitment 

with the company. The companies that welcome younger people (17-18 years) see a much 

greater difference than when they welcome older people (22-25+ years). The older 

apprentices tend to respond better and they know what they want. There are different life 

moments that directly affect the management of the WBL. The lack of motivation when these 

students do not want to stay in the company (because they do not like the tasks or want to 

continue studying instead of working) is evident and makes the WBL’s development planning 

very difficult. In this case, the motivation is decreasing, both for the young person and the 

mentor’s point of view. 

 

Some companies appreciate the entrepreneurial attitude of some of the WBL students and 

are taking into consideration possible mistakes or failures. On the other hand, some 

companies prefer students with less initiative i.e. nursing home staff working directly with 

people etc. 

 

Another problem is, that sometimes there are specific tasks that WBL trainees cannot perform 

(e. g. butchers, electricians, outdoor activities) without supervision and the reason for this is, 

that they do not have the necessary certification, such as risk prevention, medical recognition, 

work at heights etc. This kind of training is offered by companies when people are hired and 

not during the process of unpaid work like WBL periods. To carry out all of the tasks that the 

job requires, they must have these certificates. For this reason, sometimes WBL does not fully 

cover all the tasks because trainees are not allowed to perform all activities linked to the job. 

Another problem identified is the timetable in that WBL is normally restricted from Monday to 

Friday. Some of the companies especially those from the service sector would require WBL 

students during their trading hours which typically occur at weekends.  

 

In Spain, due to administrative differences between regions disparities also arise in terms of 

legislation, which can be different for each of the territories. 
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The participants of the focus groups also mentioned, that the number of hours set out in WBL 

placements is often too short to learn the tasks of the job fully. Although the trainee wants to 

carry out further tasks, the WBL system does not allow it once they have completed the 

prescribed time. If the trainee wishes to continue to work for the company, he/she needs a 

contract, otherwise the extension of the WBL period is not possible. 

 

The answers to the third question reflect the knowledge of the company representatives in 

relation to the requirements of their national VET system in terms of WBL, their understanding 

and knowledge of learning outcomes, competences, qualification frameworks, credits/ECVET 

etc.  

In order to identify participants' knowledge in this field, the project partners prepared a Kahoot! 

containing a number of quiz questions using the basic terms of VET and ECVET. This quiz 

was presented to the participants who were invited to take it during the focus group sessions 

and the results are included in the overall conclusion as well as in the findings from each 

country as follows. 

Amongst the focus group participants, there was agreement that there is no difficulty to 

compare academic qualifications on a bachelor or master level from universities according to 

the European ECTS system across borders. But there is huge difficulty at the vocational level.  

In terms of the European elements of the VET System, there is very little experience to 

compare different vocational non-academic qualifications amongst the focus group 

participants. For some participants there was familiarity with EUROPASS, with a company 

hiring international trainees from university. For instance, in the consultancy company Deloitte 

the EUROPASS is a necessary formality if the company is bidding for European tenders. 

There is limited familiarity with ECVET accreditation in the hotel and catering industry on the 

vocational level within a company due to the international nature of the work and the 

movement of staff inside the company’s chain.  

 

After numerous attempts, the Kahoot! quiz could only partly be implemented. Only one 

protocol was generated. In Schwerin, the Kahoot! quiz could not be successfully implemented; 

this was largely due to the incompatibility of the app with all devices and limited amount of 
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time given to participants to view the questions. The timeframe was too short for participants 

to give their answers within the game itself.  

In order to do the Kahoot quiz with the two focus groups, Auxilium translated the questions to 

German. The groups were asked to download the Kahoot app and then insert the Kahoot PIN.   

Participants easily answered the first question, as they are used to the concept of work-based 

learning and because it is deeply rooted in the dual VET system in Austria. From then on, only 

the questions about key competences was answered correctly by most. There was quite a 

variance in the response to this question and there was a gap between the responses from 

the larger companies and the SMEs. The representatives from the larger companies were 

more au-fait with the terminology used by the VETs. The main reason appeared to be, that 

they have a larger quantity apprentices and therefore are more frequently involved with the 

VETs.  

From an SME perspective, the Kahoot was deemed to be quite challenging especially in terms 

to the VET terminology. Although the focus group participants struggled to complete the quiz, 

they wanted it stated that this did not mean that the relationship with the VET institutions was 

not good, but that in many cases a lack of understanding meant that the response to some 

questions was not always accurate due to the differences in language and terms used. It was 

noted, that the VET provided good support where issues and queries arose. One participant 

commented that the “2terms are very hard to understand for the employers. They should be 

simplified otherwise they require a 3rd person to “translate” them’.  

Unfortunately, although quite a number of seminars/conferences are held during the year by 

different educational institutions, it was evident that many employers are not familiar with 

developments and tools related to WBL. Those who were involved (especially medium sized 

enterprises) in different local and European fora are quite familiar with the technical words and 

their meanings, however others are simply not aware of such developments. Indeed, this was 

another challenge that the employers wished that this would be addressed by the local VET 

provider through an easy to read information booklet and also through the use of social media 

and short video clips explaining the different terms and also developments related to WBL. 
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Due to some technical difficulties, the Kahoot quiz was not translated to Slovenian. Therefore, 

only part of the participants (n=12) that felt comfortable answering the quiz in English and thus 

participated. Despite this, all of the terms from the quiz were also discussed with the rest of 

the participants and the results were very similar to the results of the quiz. Overall performance 

was the following: 49,46% of total correct answers and 50,54% of total incorrect answers.  

 

In Spain, the results of the Kahoot quiz reflected the following knowledge of the participants: 

 60% correct answers 

 40% incorrect answers 

These results of the quiz clearly show, that the WBL terms are not well known by all 

participants. An information guide or training programme for people responsible for in-

company WBL would be appreciated. 

 

Overall conclusion 

Based on the comments of focus group participants the challenges have been divided into two 

basic groups: 

1. Challenges in general 

2. Challenges in connection with managing, supervising and planning the WBL 

 

 Challenges in general 

Most focus group participants reported that there is well-established cooperation between VET 

providers and companies. However, they still believe, that there is a space for improvement 

in the following areas: the VET providers’ efforts to promote certain trades; knowledge needed 

for the day-to-day practical training in the workplace (participants identified a major 

disconnection and lack of knowledge in this field); promotion of the apprenticeships to 

university drop-outs as a viable alternative; positive promotion of VET to young people and 

their parents; lack of information about the structure of placements having a negative impact 

on company processes; better established and more intensive contact of larger companies 

with VET compared to the SMEs as they are considered by the VET institutions as more 

valuable customers; and finally the availability and suitability of apprentices for certain 

companies and opportunities. 
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 Challenges in connection with managing, supervising and planning for WBL 

The main challenges the participants are facing during WBL placements are how to motivate 

apprentices and especially how to find “good” apprentices – motivated with a good work ethic, 

committed to the placement, and with the skills or motivation to learn new skills measured 

against the expectation of employers. 

According to the findings, the companies would like the possibility of having an online 

marketplace for finding apprentices. Companies also highlighted a need to ensure a more 

consistent approach to supporting apprentices, as individual traits and skills of the mentor may 

vary and also that the attitude and/or the age of the mentor can have a major impact on the 

relationship between the mentor and the apprentice resulting from a “generation gap”. There 

is also a need for more robust tools to monitor progress other than learning diaries or journals 

and in connection with this process, the participants also identified the variance across 

assessment methods in companies in terms of the practical exercises for the interim and final 

examination as a challenge. 

In relation to the training available for people responsible for WBL in smaller companies, the 

participants considered a lack of training offers available as the greatest challenge; they would 

prefer to have a more sophisticated induction and follow-up training in place as well as a WBL 

toolkit they could benefit from to support their students during the learning process. Availability 

of apprentices which often match the school timetable rather than the company timetable, 

especially within the services industries, was also one of the main challenges faced by the 

companies and the WBL supervisors.  

  



 

 Project No.: 2018-1-AT01-KA202-039231 44 | P a g e  

 

 

 

Considering and planning future actions to support work-based learning, the first question of 

this part of the focus groups sessions was aimed at identifying the key tasks in a job description 

designed for the role of the “apprenticeship mentor or counsellor”. 

Among the focus group participants in Germany, there was difficulty in understanding the term 

“apprenticeship counsellor” or “Lehrlingsberater” (suggested by our Austrian colleagues). In 

Germany this role is carried out in several variations or in several different professional roles, 

for example:  

 A staff member certified as a trainer responsible for apprenticeship in a private company 

(Ausbilder according to ADA-Regulations)  

 Support officer “Ausbildungsberatung” in vocational colleges (normally in private 

vocational colleges to place internships in companies)  

 Support officer “Ausbildungsberatung” in universities to place internships in companies  

 Support officer in the Industrie- und Handwerkskammer (Chamber of Trade and 

Commerce) or Handwerkskammer (Chamber of Crafts), responsible as the contact 

person for apprentices especially if they have difficulties in their host company  

 Support officer (Ausbildungsberatung) in the local Vocational Training Advisory Offices 

of the National Employment Agency (Agentur für Arbeit)  

 Shop steward and/or support officer from the Trade Unions (Gewerkschafts-

vertrauensmann/-frau von Seiten der Azubis/Lehrlinge)  

In companies, with at least 5 employees under the age of 18 years and trainees, apprentices, 

working with students under the age of 25, the German Work Constitution Act 

(Betriebsverfassungsgesetz) provides the possibility to implement a youth and trainee 

representative (Jugend- und Auszubildendenvertretung) within the company’s staff council 

(Betriebsrat). In recent years, private advisory and consultancy companies have come into the 

market offering this support and advise both, the parents and the young people on career 

paths and their suitability.  

NEXT STEPS 

 

GERMANY 



 

 Project No.: 2018-1-AT01-KA202-039231 45 | P a g e  

The tasks of an “apprenticeship counsellor” according to the participants of the Austrian focus 

groups compile the planning of learning contents and timeframes of the vocational training of 

apprentices in the company. They are typically the mentors for apprentices and would teach 

them professionally when suitable, but the latter task could be divided among a few reference 

persons, who each have a designated area of expertise. The “apprenticeship counsellor” 

would furthermore be the link between the apprentice, VET school and the parents of the 

apprentice, if they are under 18 years. Lastly, this person would be in charge of assessing the 

success and learning progress achieved during the apprenticeship and provide feedback and 

give support.  

 

Overall, a common agreement in the focus groups was, that actually two people would be 

ideally involved in apprentice training – one who is there on the social level, in case there are 

any issues the apprentice wants to talk about, and another one for the subject or trade itself.  

The abilities and functions of the “apprenticeship counsellor” according to the findings from 

the focus group sessions held in Ireland should include: understanding of the on-the-job- 

process onsite and offsite, visiting the training centre, building relationship with the VET 

instructors, and collaboration with HR departments (where available) and the company 

management. This person should also maintain all the administration requirements for the 

apprenticeship, produce reports to the management throughout the process and liaise with 

the VET school. Their task would also be to fully explain what is required in terms of training 

and cost to each apprentice, so that they are fully informed about all the details in the initial 

stages of the induction to the WBL process. The “apprenticeship counsellor” should also be 

responsible for “spot checks” on the apprentice’s work. It is also very important to be able to 

give Health & Safety advice to apprentices and serve as a “first contact” point for any issues 

that arise.  The counsellor should also keep in regular contact, possibly weekly, with 

apprentices and set up an online communication channel, such as WhatsApp etc., to share 

information and maintain communication.  Last but not least, the focus group participants 

recommended that the counsellor should keep abreast of sectoral changes and updates in 

relation to the national apprenticeship framework and new relevant policy developments.  
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This was a very interesting part of the focus group and the employers actively participated 

during the last part of the focus group. The main outcomes are, that an “apprenticeship 

counsellor” should primarily build an honest relationship with the apprentice as to support and 

encourage the apprentice’s personal development and the acquiring of competences. This 

should be done through constructive feedback as to reinforce what the apprentice already 

does well, while helping in areas where there is a need for further development. Another key 

task mentioned by the employers is to empower the apprentice to take initiative and 

responsibility. The counsellor also needs to understand what subjects the learner is covering 

whilst at MCAST and reinforce this within the workplace as training is most effective when put 

into practice. Furthermore, it would also be ideal if the counsellor is familiar with the education 

the apprentice receives at MCAST in order to get the apprentice to work on jobs related to 

what is being taught at the educational institution. The apprenticeship counsellor would also 

need to share with the apprentice his/her job-related experiences and assist the apprentice in 

complex areas, so that the apprentice gains a full understanding of how the systems work. 

First of all, participants stated that they do not necessarily need an “apprenticeship counsellor” 

to be employed at their company, mainly because most of them are SMEs and do not have 

the capacity to employ a full-time person to manage apprenticeships. However, they came up 

with two different ways of considering the role of “apprenticeship counsellor”:  

1. regular mentor meetings and development of mentors’ network;  

2. external “apprenticeship counsellors” coming from the chamber, who are available via 

phone, online and face-to-face, attending on-site when needed by the company, i.e. a team of 

apprenticeship counsellors covering all the regions.  

 

They pointed out that they see the role of the chamber as an intermediary and as the 

apprenticeship counsellor. According to the participants of the focus groups, key tasks of the 

apprenticeship counsellor would be: to participate and know the whole process, steps and the 

“eco-system”. The apprenticeship counsellor should participate in the recruitment of students 

to enrol them in the apprenticeship programme, during the interview with the company. While 

developing the apprenticeship plan they have to be at least acquainted with all related legal 

matters, knowing both the business and education sector and having experience from both, 

with vast pedagogic and andragogic knowledge and experience to be able to advise WBL staff 
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on the social level as well including motivating students, conflict resolution etc. Further on, the 

apprenticeship counsellor should also organise interim and final examinations – they should 

make sure that the right persons are selected for the exam board and take care of all the 

logistics regarding the implementation of the examinations.  

 

Participants agreed that in one word, apprenticeship counsellor should be the “facilitator” of 

the whole process. The other word that can summarise all the comments regarding the 

apprenticeship counsellor would be “communicator”.  

The main tasks of the "apprenticeship counsellor" profile identified within the focus group 

discussions in Spain are, that the counsellor should: 

 Participate in the selection of the WBL student; 

 Welcome the student in the company; 

 Plan the WBL training; 

 Maintain contact with the training centre’s tutor; 

 Train the WBL student; transfer knowledge in a practical way; 

 Communicate the learner's learning objectives; 

 Give positive and constructive feedback to the learner; 

 Guide WBL students towards what they may like most within the company; 

 Monitor the WBL; 

 Solve possible problems that the student may have in WBL; 

 Evaluate the student, together with the tutor of the training centre. 

 

Answering the second question of this part of the Focus Groups session, the participants 

expressed their opinion about what are the key skills needed to undertake the position of the 

“apprenticeship counsellor”.  

Answers to this question in the partner countries are as follows:  

In Germany a staff member as an ADA certified trainer (Ausbilder) is required to hold the state-

accredited ADA Certificate (Train the Trainers). The educational regulations 

(Ausbildungsverordnung) defines the key skills of such a person.  
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Apart from skills resulting from the regulations, the skills highlighted by the participants were:  

 Strong social skills 

 Self-motivation  

 Ability to motivate others 

 Open-mindedness  

 Ability to speak on equal terms with all the trainees 

 

A key point is:  

 The ability to value and praise employees 

It has been noted that there is a lack of appraisal culture in the workplace in Germany, and 

this needs to change if employers wish to retain both staff and trainees. In the modern era, an 

appraisal culture is essential.  

The “apprentice counsellor” according to the Austrian groups needs to be compassionate, 

patient, motivating, understanding and open-minded. He/she further needs pedagogical skills, 

the ability to resolve conflict, knowledge of different generations and their needs, high 

professional skills, excellent social and IT skills to reach young people. Further, he/she should 

be proficient in more than one language and be sensitive towards different cultures.  

 

According to the focus groups, an apprentice supervisor needs to have solid knowledge in 

his/her professional field. Furthermore, he/she needs to be patient, empathic, and self-

disciplined. It is also essential that he/she has pedagogical skills, the ability to solve conflicts, 

to motivate, and to set a framework and boundaries. An apprentice supervisor needs to have 

good social skills, be open to questions, happy to work with young people and be up-to-date 

with ICT tools that the apprentices might use for communication. He/she should also be open 

to feedback and further training in coaching, intercultural learning and didactics, but also to 

learning from the apprentices.  

 

Further, the supervisor needs to know about the legal situation and be ready to answer 

questions concerning working hours, holidays, payment and general questions about what is 

expected and mandatory for the apprentice.  
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Participants of the focus groups in Ireland identified the following skills to be the most important 

to undertake a position of the “apprenticeship counsellor”: 

 Patience  

 Problem solving 

 Empathy - see the person in front of them  

 Relationship building  

 Communication skills  

 Negotiation skills 

 Motivational skills  

 Understanding the behaviours of young people and their needs  

 Ability to serve as Role model  

 Strong people management skills 

 Approachability 

 Appraisal and performance management skills 

 IT skills especially in terms of communicating digitally with young apprentices 

Both focus groups in Malta agreed that an “apprenticeship counsellor” should possess the 

following skills: 

 Communication skills – a range of interpersonal skills including: 

o Listening attentively and non-judgementally 

o Giving and receiving feedback 

o Questioning skills to encourage the learner to talk and think through issues 

o Good judgement  

o The ability to challenge constructively 

 Personal organisation 

 Flexible attitude to respond appropriately to the needs of the apprentice, the VET 

Institution and the employer. 

When talking about personal characteristics, participants of the focus groups in Slovenia 

described the ideal apprenticeship counsellor as a communicative, open-minded, well-
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organised, knowledgeable, motivating, persistent, patient and proactive person. He or she 

must have pedagogic and andragogic competences, highly developed soft skills, with 

professional knowledge on soft skills, conflict resolution, intercultural skills, IT skills, proficient 

in more languages, open for constant professional development and further training, with basic 

knowledge of related legal matters.  

Participants of the Spanish focus groups identified patience as a very important ability of the 

counsellor, as they see teaching apprentices as an added task to his/her daily work. He/she 

should also be able to motivate the apprentices, be a good communicator to indicate and 

explain tasks. This person should also be very responsible, and take into account that the 

WBL student is not just a “free hand”, but first of all he/she is being trained and not a full-time 

paid worker, meaning he/she needs to offer support and supervision. It is also very important 

for him/her to know how to delegate certain tasks and to motivate apprentices to get involved 

in as many activities as possible instead of creating barriers and refusing to give certain tasks 

to the apprentice.  

 

The ideal counsellor should: 

 Be professional in his/her field 

 Have a good predisposition towards teaching, from the most basic and routine tasks and 

activities, to the most technical ones 

 Be empathic  

 Create an environment for pleasant and transparent conversations based on mutual 

trust 

 Have a teaching attitude, know how to transmit the knowledge and skills 

 Support the student's expectations to encourage student motivation 

 Facilitate learning by not forcing the working elements of the WBL, as students have 

only the responsibility to learn 

 Monitor WBL students and make it clear from the beginning of the placement whether 

there is a likelihood of future employment at the company, beyond that of the WBL 

period.  

 

Further skills considered to be important: 

 Team management 

 Business values 
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 Psychology 

 Patience 

 Ability to teach 

 Ability to help the students to overcome their fear of working (the counsellor should also 

support the students to make them feel like a “regular staff” and not just like students). 

 Give responsibility - the more responsibility the counsellor gives to the students, the 

better they respond and the more tasks they assume. 

 

The discussion relating to the third question provided us with a better understanding of the 

training and supports that people responsible for WBL would like to see in place to help them 

with their role within companies. Also at this point we introduced the proposed outputs of the 

project and other ideas and ascertained their opinions and recommendations. The outputs 

discussed included: 

a) Centralised website sourcing online ECVET information 

b) Online Interactive learning platform on qualification frameworks 

c) Handbook of business relevant ECVET information 

Presenting the prompted tools to the participants of the focus groups sessions in Germany, 

the participants strongly agreed with the proposal of the centralised website sourcing online 

ECVET information. They would also welcome an online interactive learning platform on 

qualification frameworks. In connection with the learning platform there was a suggestion to 

create a chat function to support interaction and communication. The example of the Cornell 

Institute was highlighted, where information can be downloaded and questions can be raised 

for discussion with participants from all over the world.  

 

A handbook is partly welcome, but it must take a digitalised and innovative form to be able to 

reach both private companies and young people. From the company perspective, even more 

important than a handbook would be to host information events to highlight the issues and 

reach the key stakeholders.  
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The participants also suggested creating a digital platform for encouraging applicants 

(Ermutigungsplattform für Bewerber), especially for those lacking the ability of self-promotion. 

This platform should be founded on the ECVET qualification system, including also informal 

experiences. As part of this platform the applicant should get a score showing him or her if 

he/she is suitable for the prospective job or vocation based on a series of personality-based 

questions.  

Considering the possible support for people responsible for WBL, the participants identified 

as useful and currently lacking, training on didactics, social skills, coaching methods, 

intercultural education and IT skills. Job-shadowing abroad was also suggested as a means 

to help open up the mind-set and gain intercultural experiences, which would be needed by 

many people in the field of apprentice supervision. Any training offered should exist in flexible 

and small modules available online, so people who need it can do it anytime and anywhere. 

A combination of self-directed and online learning as well as practice days would be needed, 

especially to develop social skills, coaching methods and giving feedback. Further, a website 

or blog including information and contacts, but also a chat function or discussion forum would 

be ideal to exchange experience and issues and have a possibility of networking with other 

people working in the same field.  

 

Another key factor that was mentioned is the appreciation in the companies for those who 

work with apprentices. It was also identified that there is a need to carry out more educational 

and aware-raising activities in companies to highlight and reinforce the importance of the 

apprentice supervisor. 

The participants of the focus groups in Ireland would prefer more visibility from the colleges 

on when apprentices are going to be called for college training and also more and better 

communication on performance of the job (e.g. time keeping/attendance) between the work 

place and the VET institution, as well as improved communications of VET providers with the 

companies. Business recommended to include more of the business aspect into the courses 

offered by the VET institutions and would also prefer to have more liaison and physical 

presence of the training adviser with the business, to create a closer relationship with the 

college training adviser in general, including pro-active calls and visits. It would be welcomed 
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to have a quicker supply of apprentices as the current waiting times are too long for the 

businesses and ensure that the apprentices are computer literate. The final exam should be 

practical not academic, to reflect the knowledge and skills of the apprentice accurately. In 

connection with the support of the state given to the businesses to get involved in 

apprenticeships, an incentive contribution from the government for the cost of insurance for 

apprentices would be welcomed. The representatives of SMEs with less than 5 employees 

recommended to implement the programme on a day release basis instead of a block release.  

The main outcomes related to training and support to be provided to apprenticeship 

counsellors included: 

 Training Programme for WBL Mentors/Counsellors 

 Training Manual for WBL Mentors/Counsellors 

 Employers’ Toolkit - a great source of information for employers providing helpful steps 

and resources to start and register for WBL and all related information including 

terminology related to vocation education and training 

 Better use of social media 

 A dedicated webpage with relevant information related to apprenticeship, apprenticeship 

standards, training programme contents, developments at local and European level. 

Participants in Slovenia recommended more advanced pedagogic and andragogic training, 

most participants stated that the basic aspects prescribed by law is not enough, social skills, 

communication methods, coaching techniques, didactics and different teaching methods to 

motivate the apprentices, monitoring and assessment methods and tools. They would also 

appreciate professional training in their field of expertise, to have the opportunity to get 

acquainted with new trends, developments, technologies and methodologies (if not training, 

at least opportunity to participate in some short-term seminars, study visits, staff exchanges). 

Some participants also reported they would need to gain more ICT skills. Participants pointed 

out that they are satisfied with the levels of support coming from an intermediary organisation 

such as chamber for now, but also emphasised, since this is a pilot implementation and more 

apprentices are enrolling each year, that they will need more support. There are also many 

questions open and are emerging almost on daily basis, so “apprenticeship counsellors” or 

professionals dedicated to this matter are very much needed.  
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Some participants stated that management should also go through some kind of sensitisation 

course, in order to better understand the complexity of this form of vocational education and 

training. 

Participants in Spain reached the conclusion, that it is necessary to formalise and dedicate 

more time to the placement and arrival of the WBL student to the company. The people 

responsible for WBL in companies should have knowledge of the programme and the 

methodology of the training centre or VET institution. Being in a possession of this knowledge, 

they could plan the training activities in the company according to the existing knowledge of 

the student. This recommendation arose, as students are complaining about being 

discouraged, as they do not practice activities connected with the knowledge gained through 

their studies. In addition, the WBL counsellors should have the ability to communicate with the 

training centre and to adapt and update the curriculum content in accordance with the 

technological evolution, process or needs of the company. Some companies are lacking a 

contact with the tutor in the training centre as this contact is occasional. The counsellor should 

have a specific amount of time available to develop his/her mentoring skills, while the 

participants identified lack of time to do so as one of the biggest obstacles, as mentoring is 

being performed usually within their regular working hours. Being a counsellor requires extra 

effort, therefore the companies should establish a system of recognition and compensation for 

the work done by the counsellor. 
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The German vocational training (Berufsausbildung, according to the Berufsbildungsgesetz) 

with its three-way-partnership: Private company (Ausbildungsbetrieb), the Chamber of Trade 

& Commerce and Chamber of Skilled Crafts (Industrie- und Handwerkskammer oder 

Handwerkskammer) and the necessary participation at the vocational college (Berufsschule)  

provides a strong foundation for a highly skilled workforce.  

 

In many German federal states, there is a possibility to avail of up five paid annual leave days 

in order to participate in professional development. (Bildungsurlaubsgesetz). There is no 

difficulty to compare academic qualifications on a bachelor or master level from universities 

according to the European ECTS system across borders, but there is huge difficulty on all 

levels of non-academic qualifications across borders. 

  

The research participants suggest that there should be a EUROPASS template available to 

certify the internship or WBL experience on an ECVET accreditation level. There is already a 

“apprenticeship counsellor” in Germany, but this position is fulfilled across several roles, 

ranging from the apprentice master to the national employment agency support office, to the 

trade union representative. The education regulations (Ausbildungsverordnung) define the 

framework for key qualifications of a German tutor (Aubilder) as certified ADA trainer. The 

focus group participants underlined the necessity of social skills of such a person. The 

experience of private companies in Germany show that recognition of certificates and 

qualifications of foreign candidates and employees in many branches are too bureaucratic, 

not sufficiently transparent and often negative for business. Information needs to be provided 

directly to employers, to bypass the layers of bureaucracy through these instruments above.  

 

Often the foreign qualifications are not held in the same regard as German qualification. 

Employers need to recognise that the German apprenticeship system is quite unique, and 

they require more transparency if they wish to hire more foreign tradesmen. One of the key 

findings relating to this preparatory research phase is that companies are not eager to let their 

employees spend time with an activity, which does not provide immediate profit or were the 

KEY FINDINGS 
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benefit is not visible immediately. Therefore, opportunities for participation in activities like the 

focus groups for this research or the pilots planned for later on in the project should be 

advertised widely and an emphasis should be put on the benefits for the 

companies/businesses and on a low amount of time that has to be invested in order to gain 

the benefits.  

 

The reason why companies are involved in WBL and why work-based learning is attractive for 

them are identified as follows:  

 Apprentices support companies by taking on simple tasks and thus freeing up time for 

experienced, highly qualified employees 

 Providing WBL in the form of an apprenticeship or internship has proven to be a good 

basis for both, the company and the intern/apprentice, to decide whether a long-term 

employment will work well or not 

 Companies profit by gaining long-term professional workers with solid knowledge on 

the company’s background, aims, corporate culture and tasks.  

 Internships/apprenticeships in the research field provide the opportunity to learn from 

highly qualified university students and to accelerate the creative and innovative 

potential of the company.  

 

Focusing on the WBL policies in place and management of the process it has been revealed, 

that in Austria it is the Vocational Training Act that binds all businesses that offer WBL to 

comply with the legal guidelines and framework. Supporting documents are offered by various 

institutions for businesses such as the Austrian Economic Chamber. These documents help 

explain the law and give advice on how to implement WBL. In every company, at least one 

person is responsible for the vocational training of apprentices, but it depends on the size of 

the company and the number of apprentices how many responsible persons must be 

available. Apart from the legal framework that applies to apprenticeship management, the 

implementation of WBL is very diverse and can even differ in the same company due to the 

personal support styles of the apprentice trainers. Every company has to have at least one 

person dedicated to the responsibility of training apprentices, but mostly this is assigned as 

an additional task. More than one apprenticeship trainer or one person responsible for WBL 

is only considered necessary if the company is large enough and thereby has a specific ratio 

between trainers and trainees. Support is often provided through information materials and 

information leaflets or by giving opportunities for further training in regards of the vocational 
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training. The relationship between companies and VET schools is traditionally exploited from 

both sides due to the dual VET system in Austria where the vocational education is happening 

in VET schools and the vocational training is happening in companies during a long-term 

apprenticeship. Many companies and VET schools have a long-lasting cooperation and 

send/host apprentices on a regular basis. There is another relationship to be considered and 

that is of the WIFI centre, which offers extended apprenticeship training for companies and 

final examinations for apprentices.  

 

The main challenge starts with finding apprentices who are well suited for the job and 

demonstrate good manners as well as work ethic, dedication and motivation. Apprentices 

sometimes receive help from their VET schools or parents when writing applications to 

companies and are then hired based on this enhanced presentation, which can result in 

frustration on both sides as expectations are not met. Therefore, companies value personal 

job interviews and trial days more than written applications because they need to see the 

applicants and experience working with them before a long-term apprenticeship is approved 

and entered into. However, these practices cost time and resources. It is difficult to provide an 

equal accompanying process for all interns, because even in the same company two different 

trainers might have different approaches and supervising styles, therefore not providing the 

same training experience for all apprentices. Focus group participants agree that it would be 

best to have at least a person who is designated to only supervising apprentices or two 

persons who share the responsibilities for social and professional support. The main challenge 

reported is to make enough time to do a satisfactory job in mentoring the apprentices while 

taking care of the regular responsibilities in the business too.  

 
The key skills and characteristics of an “apprenticeship counsellor” according to the Austrian 

focus groups were solid knowledge in the professional field, high level of professional skills, 

pedagogic and didactic skills, IT skills and the ability to reach younger people using these 

skills, awareness of crucial VET laws and being ready to answer questions concerning legal 

regulations. In terms of characteristics, the feedback recommended the following: strong 

intercultural awareness, proficiency in more than one language, motivating, compassionate 

and empathic person with patience and the ability to set boundaries and manage expectations. 

The person should also be open-minded and interested in learning from the apprentice also. 

Participants requested additional training on the topics of didactics, social skills, coaching 

methods, intercultural education and ICT skills. 
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The training course should be flexible, presented in small modules and available online. A 

blended learning approach with a mix of face-to-face and online content would also be 

welcomed allowing time for workshops to train in soft skills development such as social skills, 

didactics, coaching methods, and giving feedback.  Awareness training for company owners 

and managers who are not responsible for the supervising of WBL was raised in order to 

highlight the important role that the apprentice supervisor plays.   

 Apprenticeships are still seen as a second career choice in Ireland and there is a significant 

need to advertise and promote the apprenticeship programmes and their benefits to the public 

to increase their standing and uptake.   

 

In Ireland, there are significant differences between the experience of SMEs and larger 

companies in relation to work-based learning. Companies who employ apprentices for newly 

developed apprenticeships in the areas of financial management, IT and insurance have very 

different experiences from those within the more traditional craft apprenticeships such as 

electrics, plumbing, construction, etc.  

Considering the existing structures in relation to WBL in Ireland, through the focus group 

sessions it has been revealed that larger companies are much more structured in relation to 

apprenticeship management and they also expect the apprentices to understand their ethics 

and culture.  

From the SMEs point of view, apprenticeships are seen as expensive in terms of cost, time 

and HR input and in many cases, the apprentice required a full-time commitment of the owner 

of business, as this was often the person responsible for the planning, management and 

review of the WBL placement. SMEs also highlighted that they struggled to retain qualified 

apprentices once they had completed their placement as they often choose to take up 

employment with larger companies offering higher rates of pay and improved terms and 

conditions.  

The focus group participants stated that they would prefer to see a more pro-active approach 

of the training adviser within VET school in relation to the implementation of the WBL in their 

companies; mainly because there is currently a lack of interaction and that this leads to a 

knowledge gap in terms of understanding the VET requirements for the apprentice. SMEs 

would like to understand more of what has been completed in the colleges during the semester 

in order to be able to plan the training programme “on site” in line with the knowledge gained 
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by the students. Representatives of the companies taking on apprentices would also welcome 

more support from the VET institutions in relation to the selection and matching process of 

apprentices to increase the success rates and create more solid basis for ensuring the 

employability of the person after the apprenticeship.  

The participants also see a significant barrier resulting from the prolonged process of getting 

a driving licence in Ireland, as apprentices not holding a full driving licences are limited 

considering their mobility, which is in many cases essential.   

The participants also pointed out some of the challenges the apprentices are facing in this 

process. The apprentices are often waiting months for their college placements, while after 

getting a placement, the location of the certain college might be in a significant distance from 

their place of residence and they are also often facing issues related to the access to this 

location (lack of public transport, not holding a driving licence etc.).  

Work-based learning is considered in Malta as an asset to companies as it brings significant 

benefits to businesses and the existing workforce. It is a unique way to nurture the companies’ 

workforce as it combines on-the-job training with off-the-job learning which in turn provides 

the employers with an effective way of growing their skills base. Apprenticeships are 

particularly relevant as a way of dealing with the current mismatch industry demands and what 

is actually being produced by the educational institutions. 

 

WBL prepares employees to better understand workplace expectation, reduces recruitment 

and training costs, derives value from student's work and also improves morale and 

management skills of current workers. Training apprentices can be more cost-effective than 

hiring skilled staff and can reduce overall training and recruitment costs.  

The revamp of WBL in Malta has instilled a sense of positivity in companies as they now view 

WBL as making a contribution to their business more quickly. Companies have had a positive 

experience as apprentices also bring dynamics to the company that can result in improved 

motivation. 

Due to lack of human resources within small and micro enterprises, WBL is not always part of 

the company’s training policy. Individuals working with apprentices in small and micro 

enterprises often find it hard to attend information sessions/seminars/conferences related to 

VET and WBL and thus find it harder to understand terminology and appreciate the latest 

MALTA 
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developments in local and European fora. This lack of human resources is also a hurdle for 

small and micro enterprises to provide dedicated mentors/counsellors. There is a need for the 

development of training programmes for the on-the-job WBL mentors and counsellors. There 

is also a need to develop training material such as training manuals for mentors/counsellors 

and employers’ toolkits using an easy-to-read methodology. 

Participants of the focus groups would prefer to see social media and web portals related to 

apprenticeship used to better effect, greater visibility of the European tools, and insights into 

the developments at local and European level in relation to WBL and more information 

sessions for all those interested in WBL schemes. 

The key findings and outcomes from the focus group sessions in Spain differ depending on 

the size of the company: 

Small companies Medium – large companies 

 There is no protocol for the WBL 

management 

 There are no resources (or just very little) 

 The WBL students do not remain in the 

company 

 WBL is used to carry out specific tasks 

(help in daily work) 

 Young people are being involved in 

work-based learning only to complete 

their CV 

 The WBL management is protocolled 

 There are resources available 

 WBL is recognised as a tool for training, 

selection and recruitment of talent 

 High percentage of WBL students remain in 

the company with a contract after the WBL 

period 

 “Win-win” relationship 

 WBL is considered as an investment of 

resources and time 

 The WBL is considered to be a training 

period, while the priority for the students is 

to learn, rather than to develop specific tasks 

 
The companies agreed on multiple benefits resulting from work-based learning: 

 Work-based learning allows the companies to get better qualified human resources 

adapted to their needs 

 Work-based learning is an effective personnel selection tool, since the "recruitment 

process" is based on a prolonged testing period in a real context  

 Work-based learning offers WBL students a great opportunity and capacity to learn 

and adapt, with a possibility of adapting the training to the needs of the company 

SPAIN 
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 It supports the vision of the company by the apprentice being trained internally without 

any previous influence of another company; 

 Work-based learning supports the future needs of the students, favouring their 

competitiveness in the market. 

All of the companies that participated in the focus groups have a consolidated relationship 

with the training centres that provide WBL students to them. The training centres directly 

contact the companies, informing them about WBL and offer suitable students. The tutors of 

the training centre know the student and the companies´ requirements and needs, and decide 

which students to send to which companies. Almost all of the companies agreed on a fact, 

that the relationship of the training organisation with the company´s tutor has been 

satisfactory. Companies do not consider the process of receiving WBL students as 

complicated when it comes to the formal requirements. Hence, once the process with the 

certain training provider becomes complicated, companies tend to choose another training 

providers offering better conditions for cooperation.  

 

According to the results of the focus group sessions it is clear, that the collaboration 

established between the training centres and companies is very beneficial for all parties 

involved. But for this relationship to be enriching and stay beneficial, there must be a 

commitment between all the parties: companies should assign a mentor and offer guidance to 

the student from the very first moment, and students should consider the work-based learning 

as a part of their studies.  

 

Some of the benefits of WBL revealed during the focus groups sessions in Spain are as 

follows: 

 It is an excellent way for a student to start contact with the professional world of work 

and often it can lead to a subsequent work contract 

 It is a great opportunity for the training centres to receive first-hand information about 

the current demands of the labour market, and in turn motivate tutors and teachers to 

keep their knowledge up-to-date  

 For companies, it represents a mechanism to incorporate new workers with the 

guarantee of being successful in the selection process. It also meets their future 

demands for qualified personnel. 
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In relation to the development of the WBL Accelerator Training Programme, we were first and 

foremost curious about what were the requirements relevant to the role of the Mentor 

considered to be most important by the focus group participants.  

Through collective discussions across all partner countries, we can conclude that in order to 

ensure effective work-based learning, the mentor selected must have the necessary 

knowledge and skills to maintain contact with the VET institution, as well as the professional 

and personal skills to engage with and support the apprentice during the practical training 

placement with the companies.   

Based on this and presented into two main summarises, the following specific professional 

and personal skills of a mentor were recommended: 

 
Professional Skills 

The mentor should have the following skills and ability to: 

 Participate in the selection process; 

 Successfully implement the WBL planning and company induction; 

 Transfer subject knowledge to the apprentice; 

 Maintain contact with the VET centre; 

 Perform monitoring tasks, give feedback and solve problems;  

 Offer guidance and coaching to the apprentice; 

 Evaluate the student with the VET centre; 

 Familiarity with the legal and regulatory requirements of WBL and apprenticeships 

Personal Skills 

 Ability to teach, i.e. possess pedagogical skills; 

 Empathy, motivation and patience; 

 Ability to facilitate learning and understanding the student; 

 Good communication skills including ICT skills; 

 Team management and conflict management skills; 

 Desire to take on the role of mentor and the ability to function as a Role Model. 

FINDINGS TO INFORM THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WBL 

ACCELERATOR TRAINING PROGRAMME 
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Acquiring these skills and knowledge will ensure, that the personnel responsible for WBL in 

companies (large and small) will be able to perform their functions and duties effectively and 

professionally, both in terms of collaboration with the VET institution and regarding the day-

to-day practice of providing expert supervision to the apprentice. According to these findings, 

the partners have deduced the following framework to support the development of the WBL 

Accelerator Training Programme: 

1. Induction to work based learning for management and WBL Responsibles  

 What is WBL and the company’s role in the WBL process 

 Comparability structural level in relation to the EQF, ECVET etc.  

 Glossary of terms translated to business language 

 Europass for employers 

 Examples of WBL best practice  

 

2. Planning, monitoring and recognition of WBL 

 Planning WBL 

 Monitoring/Assessing WBL 

 How to hire apprentices from abroad? 

 Recognition and transferability of WBL on a European level 

 

3. Role of the Mentor 

 Daily life of a WBL mentor: what to expect 

 Profile of mentors in relation to their roles and main attributes  

 Different pedagogic methods 

 Mentoring and counselling skills 

 

4. Youth culture and effective communication with apprentices 

 Introduction to generation X, Y, Z 

 Who are the employees of the future? 

 Interpersonal communication 

 Communication using digital tools 

 Talent capture 

 Mobilities to develop skills including introduction to EURES and other EU mobility 

instruments supporting skills development 
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The proposed content of the third intellectual output, a comprehensive handbook: “Modern 

WBL in Europe – concepts, methods, practical application” aimed toward company owners, 

HR staff, fore workers, jobs stewards, line managers, apprenticeship trainers etc. to support 

them in their tasks to plan and implement different types of WBL processes was presented to 

the participants as follows: 

 Introduction to WBL in a European VET arena; 

 WBL processes in a business reality; 

 The added value of WBL for business values;  

 Planning of WBL in front of business realities and European VET principles; 

 Core European VET instruments, methods, strategies and heir added value for WBL 

in company; 

 Case studies and practical examples from the business world; 

 Documents, checklists and further material for planning and implementation of WBL 

in companies on the basis of European VET strategies.  

The participants considered the development of such a handbook as very useful. The 

recommendation in connection with the handbook was to ensure a digital or online version 

that would be available as an open resource for both companies and apprentices. From the 

companies’ perspective it was considered very important that the handbook would include 

relevant information and address issues identified by the companies, so that it would have the 

potential to reach key stakeholder to support further improvements and changes in the policies 

and practices shaping WBL in the partner countries. Moreover, it is important that the 

handbook refers to the standard activities and process in companies and fully reflects modern 

day business realities.  

Following the findings of this research process, it is crucially important that the language used 

in the handbook is one that companies are familiar with and that VET terminology and 

education theory are translated to a business terminology and related to business processes.  

Participants also expressed their interest in testing the handbook and giving feedback to the 

partners regarding its content to ensure its highest potential for usability and transferability.    

  

FINDINGS TO INFORM THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WBL 

ACCELERATOR HANDBOOK 
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Participants from all partner countries identified a significant need to develop and deliver 

training for personnel responsible for WBL within companies, formulated in a business-related 

language that is easily understood and relevant. Training should enable those using the 

materials to gain a better understanding of VET processes, standards and terms so that they 

can further support and promote WBL in their companies. To increase the effectiveness of the 

WBL process, there was a strong recommendation to support the development of the identified 

soft skills of these WBL mentors through the training programme and where possible this 

training should be face-to-face in nature to include role playing and simulations. 

 

Additional recommendations and suggestions from participants in relation to the proposed 

training included:  

 The training programme should include presentation of examples of what is meant by 

WBL – full family of opportunities available and associated benefits; 

 Make the language of ECVET relevant to business; 

 The training programme should to be presented in a blended format with face-to-face 

training presented as an opportunity for networking; 

 Time is a major factor for all participants – training needs to be short and highly 

practical; 

 It should include a short induction for management as to the complexities of hosting 

apprentices/WBL; 

 Offer an online or telephone support for mentors – FAQs;  

 A centralised website sourcing ECVET information would be welcomed; 

 Online Interactive learning platform on qualification frameworks including a learning 

platform that might integrate a chat function, where information can be downloaded 

and questions can be raised for discussion with participants would be welcomed; 

 A Handbook for business including ECVET information; 

 An EUROPASS or another similar template should be available to certify internship 

experience on an ECVET accreditation level; 

 Establish a database of apprentices created by the VET institution and support VET to 

have a more pro-active role in supporting companies to identify potential apprentices. 

 

OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
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Work-based learning as a mechanism to acquire professional experience and access the 

labour market was acknowledged and valued by employers and young jobseekers alike. 

Companies participating in the research process recognised the mutual benefits of WBL but 

stressed the fact that more can be done to ensure greater efficiency in the process at all levels: 

within companies, between companies and the VET institutions and between those working 

with the apprentice throughout their full apprenticeship cycle. Most notably, across all 

countries, the need for additional training and information supports for the personnel 

responsible for the planning, implementation, management, monitoring and reporting of WBL 

within the companies it was recognised and validated. The reason was, in summary, to ensure 

and derive maximum benefits for all stakeholders in the WBL process. Against this 

requirement, the need for the outputs of the WBL Accelerator project have been concretely 

established.   


