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In the issue of 5 December 2005 of Time, Peter Gumber reported the problems of a small

town in the northeast of Italy, Manzano, which is situated in what is called the “chair

triangle”. Already specialized in the mass production of chairs since the 19th century, a major

expansion occurred after 1945. About 1,100 craftsmen and small factories produced up to 40

million chairs every year for the world market. However, over the last three years, about 200

of these small companies had to close and others had to cut production. More compulsory

factory closures are looming in the near future. The reason for this is the capacity of Chinese

factories to produce chairs of the same quality for a fraction of the cost of the Italian product.

Italian producers realize that it is not possible with their old methods to compete with the

Chinese factories. The only way out is innovation and scaling-up. Some companies are

moving to other, cheaper countries or buying cheaper products in low-wage countries.

Obviously, this will have its consequences for the training of craftsmen and other specialists

required by the new type of companies. This is a clear example of how globalisation will

determine the future development of vocational education not only in secondary schools but

in higher education (HE) as well.

What globalisation is causing in Italy is not just a local Italian problem. It is a world problem.

The consequences of globalisation are challenging educational systems throughout the world.

This paper will contend that VET (vocational education and training) and HE in many

European countries have certainly been put on the same track because of processes of

globalisation and Europeanisation but that divergences in national VET and HE systems are

undeniable. The reasons of these differences can be found in the political, economical,

cultural, and technological differences that prevail across Europe.

First, we will describe some processes that emerge together with globalisation, influence it, or

are influenced by it. Second, we will analyse factors that stimulate convergence, like the EU,

other international programmes and policy, the impact of neo-liberal values, changes of the
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labour market (demand for higher flexibility and other types of skills), technology (ICT), the

educational systems and the place of VET in these systems (including openness to continuing

vocational training), the curriculum and quality assurance systems, and so on. Third, we will

show how VET and HE are still characterized by many divides in spite of the unifying

influence of globalisation. We will present the cases of Finland and Portugal to illustrate this

point.

1. Processes stimulating convergence in VET and HE

Globalisation

Globalisation is a difficult concept (Breton & Lambert, 2003; McBurnie, 2001; Dale &

Robertson, 2002; van der Wende, 2002). McBurnie (2001) differentiates four strands. The

first strand is the economic one: “It is readily visible in the global flow of trade and

investment, the availability of particular goods worldwide, and the multinational location of

manufacturing and marketing” (McBurnie, 2001: 13). Not only are goods but also services are

seen to be marketable. So education is often seen as something that may be sold throughout

the world. The General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) has pushed strongly into this

direction. Another dimension of globalisation is the political one. This is “characterized by the

growth of supranational organizations addressing policy and regulatory matters beyond the

scope of individual nations” (McBurnie, 2001: 14). Important actors in Europe are the

European Union (EU) and also UNESCO, the OECD, and other international organizations

such as international professional organizations and the Global Alliance for Transnational

Education (GATE), all of which influence decision making in higher education by national

governments. Third, there is the cultural dimension: “the flow of cultural images and

information about cultural practices around the world”, also called “McDonaldization”

(McBurnie, 2001: 14-15). Although these mostly western values are not equally accepted

everywhere, they strongly influence local values. The fourth dimension of globalisation

discussed by McBurnie (2001: 15) is the technological one, which is being strongly supported

by the integration of information and communications technology (ICT). This is, and could be

even more so in the future, a very important contributor to the spread of VET and HE among

groups that have not yet been able to enjoy its advantages.

Internationalisation
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Globalisation of VET and HE also involves internationalisation. The internationalisation of

education can take on many meanings and has been subject of much discussion. Hilary Callan

(2000) cites a typology devised by Jane Knight, who distinguishes four types in the

internationalisation of (VET) HE. The first type is the “activity approach” and consists of

phenomena such as student and faculty mobility, international student recruitment, technical

assistance, knowledge transfer, and research cooperation. The second consists of the

outcomes and goals of students and lecturers as a product of international contacts. This is

called the “competency” approach. The third type is a “cultural” one as occurs when

academics of different nationalities on a campus influence the local culture and organization.

The last is the “process” or “strategic” approach and consists of parts of the first three types

when they are integrated in a plan to give an international dimension to an HEI or to the HE

policy of a country. This internationalisation process is less present in secondary schools,

although secondary schools are increasingly participating in international programmes of the

EU (e.g., COMENIUS, LEONARDO) and are concerned with international evaluation (PISA,

TIMMS).

Neo-liberal policy

At the same time that VET and higher education in Europe are beginning to feel the influence

of globalisation and internationalisation, neo-liberalism is expanding. Although neo-

liberalism has its roots in the old liberal thinking, M. Olssen (Apple, 2001: 414) contends that

it has its own characteristics. Neo-liberalism takes for granted that the state has to create “an

appropriate market” by providing the conditions, laws, and institutions needed for the good

functioning of the market. This includes making the individual an entrepreneur who is ready

to compete with the others on the market. He is no longer seen as a homo economicus,

concerned only with self-interest and averse to the state. The citizen in a neo-liberal society

has to become a “manipulatable man” who is responsive to what the state expects. Everybody

is supposed to be accountable for what he or she does. A neo-liberal state wants responsible

citizens and so creates instruments of surveillance and appraisal.

It is not surprising that deregulation and privatization are key policy instruments in the neo-

liberal state. Anything that makes goods and services unapproachable for others because of

restrictive rules has to be abolished. This can have far-reaching consequences for the

development of VET and HE as we will see later on. In its extreme form for Europe, where
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education is seen as a public good, it could mean that education has to be privatized.

Nevertheless, it is clear that the majority of the people in Europe are not convinced that VET

and HE have to become private services to be sold on a free market, as we will also show later

on.

Commercialisation and Marketisation

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that VET and HE cannot be disassociated from the market-

thinking that currently prevails in European society in general. Official governmental

declarations notwithstanding, education is being treated as a product to be marketed. Indeed,

schools have to be accountable for the use of public money to the government and have to

demonstrate that they are performing at a level that is competitive with other educational

institutions and for HE with HEIs in other countries. Quality assurance and accreditation in

HE are being organized internationally.

At the same time, educational institutions are aware that there is a market for selling products

and services to society. Education is something that can be sold, even in a society where most

of the cost of higher education is covered by the government, as is the case in most Member

States of the EU.

Tooley (2000 in Gibbs, 2001: 86) distinguishes two concepts of the market in relation to

higher education: “education of the market”, which has gained a wider space in HE, and

“markets for education”. In our knowledge society, education becomes a commodity that can

be commercialized and sold on a market where the demand is growing. HEIs have seen this as

an opportunity that might expand their capacities in order to improve the education they

provide. By delivering training to professionals, an HEI enters the education market, which

Tooley (2000: 16 in Gibbs, 2001: 86) has defined as: “Educational opportunities delivered by

markets, i.e. not provided, largely funded or largely regulated by government, with supply-

side liberated and the price mechanism in place.” Even in the higher education system of

most EU Member States, where the main part of the budget is covered by the state, HEIs are

acting more and more as suppliers not only on the postgraduate education market but also on

the undergraduate level. Students are approached as individuals whose rights of free choice

and self-interest on the education market have to be protected. Gibbs (2001: 87) stresses that,

on the HEI market, the rights of the individuals are protected by the government. If students
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are primarily consumers, then they, as consumers of education, must obtain an education that

is “consumable”, which means that education should be organized according to their

capacities, which is expressed in forms of “modularization, semesterization and self-directed

learning”. Education here, Gibbs contends, is outcome-driven and is directed to make

accredited people “able to use their educational outcomes (or competencies) to further their

economic desires”. This may place a burden not only on the relationship between the teacher

and the student but also on the relationship between the HEI and the teacher, who has to be

prepared to bear higher academic loads in order to increase the profit of the HEI. Young

people may become less interested in academic excellence than in employability.

Consequently, HEIs may be more interested in offering curricula that fit the demand for

vocational training and skills. Professional profiles that are successful on the labour market

may guide the construction of curricula more than does the problem of how to make a young

person an educated and moral person. Mutatis mutandis, the same can be said about VET and

certainly about the post-compulsory forms of VET.

2. Convergent drifts

The EU and some other international organizations

Although the EU has only a subsidiary responsibility for education, it does have an

undeniable influence on a convergent development of VET and HE in the EU. This does not

deny the very diversified picture of education across the Member States.

In the beginning of the EU (first established as the European Coal and Steel Community in

1951), education was considered the full responsibility of the Member States (De Wit &

Verhoeven, 2001; Dale & Robertson, 2002). Article 126 of the Treaty on European Union

(Maastricht, 1992; Art. 149 of the Treaty of Amsterdam, 1997) stipulates that:

“The Community shall contribute to the development of quality

education by encouraging cooperation between Member States and, if

necessary, by supporting and supplementing their action, while fully

respecting the responsibility of the Member States for the content of

teaching and the organization of education systems and their cultural

and linguistic diversity.”
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This means that education is still the responsibility of the Member States (as is also stipulated

in the proposed European Constitution) and that the EU can only act as a subsidiary to the

Member States as far as education is concerned (for instance, CEDEFOP could play an

important role in VET). Since the EU is mainly an economic union, the EU is involved in

GATS (General Agreement on Trade in Services, 1995) and speaks for the Member States.

This is also the case as far as educational services are concerned but then only after

negotiation with the Member States. The GATS considers education to be a private service

that should be liberalized (Knight, 2003a). The EU followed this principle of liberalization of

education, but European Commissioner Viviane Reding stressed that commitments of the EU

countries in the GATS refer only to “privately-funded education services” (Van der Wende,

2004: 239).

However, this does not mean that the EU did not want to open higher education for the other

Member States. The European Council in Lisbon in March 2000 set the objective for the year

2010 that the EU wants to become “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based

economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and

greater social cohesion”1. And the “Ministers of Education have adopted the following

concrete strategic objectives for the coming ten years:

- Increasing the quality and effectiveness of education and training systems in the European

Union;

- Facilitating the access of all to the education and training systems;

- Opening up education and training systems to the wider world.”(Council of the European

Union, 2001)

What was not accepted within the framework of GATS is honoured as a strategic objective

within the EU. At the same meeting of the European Council, the “open method of

coordination” was accepted in order to promote the integration of the Member States by using

“good” practices and benchmark indicators. Kaiser and Prange (2002: 3) conclude that this

1 One of the reasons of this objective is the following: “But today, the EU, like every other region, is facing a
paradigm shift driven by globalisation and the new knowledge economy. This is impacting on every facet of life
and requires a radical transformation of Europe’s economy and society. The Union needs to shape this change
swiftly according to its values and its concept of society” ( European Union, 2000: 2).
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open method of coordination is preferable in “policy areas that are ‘half way’ to being

‘communitarized’, such as social welfare, immigration, education and research.”

Although expectations were high in 2000, the results were rather meagre, as is indicated in the

executive summary of “The Lisbon-to-Copenhagen-to-Maastricht Consortium Partners”:

“The European Commission’s verdict is that progress across the EU as a whole towards

achieving the objectives is slow and that few of the Lisbon structural indicators are likely to

be met in 2010” (Leney, 2004a: 4). VET and HE are supposed to contribute to the

achievement of these goals. The question is: do they really contribute? We will return to this

question.

Besides the EU, there are many international organizations that influence VET and HE policy

although they have less impact than the EU. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) is one of them.2 It calls itself “an international organisation helping

governments tackle the economic, social and governance challenges of a globalized economy

. . . sharing a commitment to democratic government and the market economy” (OECD,

2004b). Like the objectives of the EU, the main objective of the OECD is neo-liberal

economic, but the OECD is also very interested in education as a means to provide the labour

power necessary for economic growth. The difference with the EU is that most decisions

taken by the OECD have as such no compulsory consequences for the Member States. A

treaty negotiated within the framework of the OECD is only binding when the Member State

ratifies it.

The OECD wants to develop the educational facilities of the Member States in order to

deliver more efficient and effective education equitably distributed among all members of

society. Necessary for achieving this aim is research on the education policy and the results of

education in all the Member States (e.g., the regularly organised Thematic Reviews, and

2 Finnish researchers stressed the strong influence of the OECD and the docility of the Finnish government with
respect to the advice of the OECD evaluators: “This development is especially apparent in the smaller, so-called
peripheral member countries of the EU and the OECD such as Finland, where the education policy influence of
these organisations has had a positive reception and the recommendations of the organisations have been
followed and legitimised. Perhaps the most interesting surprise has been that in its own background reports
Finland would seem to be an early adopter which is even more eager than the OECD experts to implement large-
scale and impressive reforms” (Rinne at al., 2004: 476). Not only was the influence of the OECD very strong but
the EU also determined education in Finland: “Both the OECD and the EU have had a powerful influence on
the global discourse that has become dominant when framing national education policy and when
implementing educational reforms” (Rinne et al., 2004: 475).
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annually published educational indicators). Thus, the educational systems of different

countries are being regularly screened. Recommendations on the basis of the screening

operations are not stringent, but social pressure pushes Member States to heed them. More

than once, Member States have appealed to OECD results in launching new policy measures

(Rinne, et al. 2004). Another form of indirect policy influence may be the regular meetings of

senior civil servants in the headquarters of the OECD, where new ideas are launched.

In addition to the EU, the OECD, and the WTO, there are many other international

organizations (such as UNESCO, UNESCO-CEPES, the World Bank, the Council of Europe,

European teacher unions, and the international student organizations) that have some, albeit

mostly indirect, influence on VET and HE policy in the EU.

Nevertheless, although policy makers in the EU do not believe that the targets will be attained

in 2010, work and education are changing in our globalised world. Because of the great

diversity of work in sectors and countries, it is not easy to give a general picture of the change

of work in recent years. The above-mentioned executive summary on VET mentions the

following: “Workforce skills are being re-designed to emphasise flexible and broad

occupational competencies such as problem solving, working effectively with change and

communicating with client groups” (Leney, 2004a: 13). This roughly reflects the changing

characteristics of work.

It is always dangerous to look for a prefiguration of what will happen here by looking at

another country. Nevertheless, I would like to give some characteristics of the change of work

in Australia in a report by R. Curtain (2000) for the NCVER to reflect on. Australia has

clearly chosen for a neo-liberal approach of the economy and education, and the EU is

increasingly supporting the same principles. What is happening in Australia is also apparent

in many countries of the EU.

What are the main characteristics of work in Australia? The main statement in this report is

that the nature of work is changing more rapidly than it did some years ago. This change of

the nature of work includes “downsizing, widespread perceptions of job insecurity, various
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forms of temporary employment contracts, and the demand for soft skills alongside technical

competence”3 (Curtain, 2000: 3).

Because of the global labour market, the nature of labour is changing rapidly. The main

changes are observed in telecommunication; the number of high-skilled jobs is increasing (see

also Leney, 2004b: 158), and the proportion of employees in the service industries is rising. A

new group of workers has emerged: the flexiworkers (in all kind of forms: part time,

temporary, agency workers). According to Curtain, the latter group will grow in the future.4

Together with the growth of the number of high-skilled workers there will also be an increase

of the number of non-standard workers. These workers work varying hours at variable places

and often have multiple employers and open-ended contracts with few benefits (Curtain,

2000: 7-8). Many of these characteristics can also be found in the EU, though differently in

the Member States.

According to the executive summary noted above, the EU has a higher participation in initial

VET (IVET) (ISCED level 3) than its competitors (mainly the USA, Japan and some other

countries of North America and Asia) (Leney, 2004: 5). The problem is that this seems not to

be the main road to HE in the EU. The competitors have comparatively larger groups in HE. It

will be a challenge for initial VET to improve its quality and to improve the link between

secondary education and HE. In the opinion of this research team, this is the task of the

Member States. This method of upgrading initial VET is not shared by everybody.

Psacharopoulos (1997), for instance, stresses the responsibility of the state to offer a general

secondary education for everybody. VET should not be used as an excuse to offer a weaker

educational programme to some students because they have more difficulty in following the

general education track. Once all 18 year-olds are literate and numerate, companies can

provide the training needed for vocational tasks. Psacharopoulos argues that VET should be

offered outside the formal school system. This is clearly not the opinion of the research team

and is not the practice in the EU because the contribution of private companies in VET in the

EU is very low (Leney, 2004a: 11).

3 This phenomenon is also recognized in “Finland’s national action plan for employment 2004 in accordance
with the EU’s employment guidelines” (2004: 3).

4 This is also recognized in “Finland’s national action plan for employment 2004 in accordance with the EU’s
employment guidelines” (2004: 4).
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Other targets that have to be attained by initial VET are an increase of the status of VET, and

a better link with lifelong learning and continuing VET (including HE). One of the problems

of the latter is that the participation in those forms of VET is much higher for those with high

levels of educational attainment and low for those with lower levels of educational attainment.

Most of the Member States do not offer appropriate plans for changing this pattern. As VET is

expected to contribute to the solution of the problems of social exclusion, this process can be

improved (Leney, 2004a: 7-12).

Although the following changes in VET are not been made in all the EU Member States,

some countries have taken steps to change teaching and learning in VET. Leney (2004a: 13-

25) and his associates offer a diversified picture of changes and improvements.

First, competencies, entrepreneurship, and ICT have to become key objectives of VET and in

some sectors in some countries they are (see also Finland, 2004). Occupational competencies

are best trained through workplace learning, and entrepreneurship should be part of IVET

according to the European Commission. Most of the IVET systems lack this entrepreneurial

training, and only some forms of continuing VET (CVET) have this target. ICT is essential

for the future labour market, and most VET have introduced the use of ICT in the curriculum,

but ICT should also be applied “for the transformation or modelling of an activity”.

Second, since globalisation has created another work organisation, there is a need to develop

new learning environments and methods. For continuing VET, this means continuous

processes of learning, teamwork and the use of peer-group teaching and learning, and self-

directed and group-directed learning. Initial VET should make partnerships with factories in

order to make workplace learning possible for their students. “Nevertheless, these work

placements are often too short, not systematically integrated with the classroom learning,

accidental and often with insufficient learning purpose” (Leney, 2004a: 16). For both initial

and continuing VET, e-learning can play an important role in this context. Johnson and Kress

(2003) go even a step further. Globalisation needs a new approach to literacy. Literacy

concerns not only reading and understanding texts but also reading and understanding

electronic communication. When this is the case, basic education needs a new curriculum that

has been put in the frame of “multimediality” and “multimodality”. Consequently, once this

new curriculum has been established, assessment needs to take these changes into account.
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Third, the increasing importance of occupational competencies and workplace learning

demand new forms of assessment. In almost all the EU Member States, informal learning

must be recognized as well as formal learning (Leney, 2004a: 18). Steps are being taken to

validate this knowledge but more attention has hitherto been paid to the summative

component and less to the formative one.

Fourth, since VET teachers do not enjoy a high status, many countries are working on a clear

description of the capabilities of a VET teacher in order to recruit the best and to enhance

their professionalisation. A co-operation among the Member States could bring some change

in this field. Moreover, one must secure not only the quality of the teachers but also the

quality of VET in general (see also Rinne et al., 2004: 469). New quality assurance systems

are necessary for the new approaches of VET, for instance, systematic self-evaluation.

Fifth, because globalisation of the economy is leading to continuous change of the

competencies of the workers, VET should become more demand-driven. Employer and

employee organisations should play more pronounced roles in this development than they are

used to.

Sixth, within a more unified European economy, qualifications gained in the different

Member States should be clear about the competencies earned by the bearer of the

qualification. Labour-market mobility should be made easier by VET. The existing exchange

programmes (e.g., ERASMUS, LEONARDO) can contribute to the development of a

“European labour market”.

On the basis of a number of case studies in seven EU Member States (among them Finland

and Portugal), Cort, Härkönen & Volmari (2004) present some characteristics of the

professionalisation procedures of VET teachers in function of the Lisbon Agenda. Focusing

on ten examples of good practice, they conclude that VET teachers need training for: “1) new

pedagogical skills in line with the learner centred approach of modern pedagogical theory

(‘pedagogical update’) and on-the-job learning techniques now being offered to

trainees; 2) up-to-date ‘vocational’ skills related to modern technologies and work practices

(‘vocational update’); 3) awareness of the needs of business and employers; 4) skills for team

working and networking; and 5) managerial, organisational and communications skills” (Cort



13

et al., 2004: 5). Although we will see later that these are already targets in several EU

countries, not all VET teachers enjoy such special training.

Although the report by Leney (2004c) also refers to problems of VET within HE, there is little

doubt that HE has already taken more steps than VET to face the challenge of a globalised

world.

We give some examples. The first three types of internationalisation (i.e. activity,

competency, and cultural approach) have been present in HE as long as HE has existed. Some

HEIs have always attracted scholars from different regions or nations, but this is now

growing. The number of international students (students studying in another country than their

own) is expected to increase greatly. Böhm et al. (2002) estimated that throughout the world

about 1.8 million international students were studying in HEIs in 2000 (mainly in the USA);

by 2025, they estimate this figure will be 7.2 million (70% of them coming from Asia). In

2001-2002 in the OECD countries, the country mean of students studying in a country other

than the country of their nationality was 5.7% (OECD, 2004a: table C3.1). Moreover, if we

add up the number of Erasmus and Leonardo-da-Vinci students in the EU,5 then we see a

small, but significant number of students who want to live in an international environment and

come into contact directly with the means to understand the globalisation process in which

they live.

The internationalisation of HE is currently a process that is included in the plans of all the

Member States and HEIs. Scientific knowledge does not stop at the borders of a nation state,

and HEIs are not interested in knowledge that is confined to the work of the local researcher.

Quite the contrary. The international recognition of the research of local HEIs is seen as the

main criterion for assessing the results of research. Without international recognition, an HEI

has no future in a globalised world.

The Bologna Process and the EU

5 In 2005, about 1.2 million students of 2199 higher education institutions in 31 countries (between 1987 and
2004) have benefited from the Erasmus Programme. In 2003-2004 135,586 students were mobile within this
framework.(European Union, 2006).
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While most of EU policy functions top-down, the Bologna Process (Paris, 1998) is going

bottom-up. The starting point of this process was a meeting of some European Ministers of

Education in Paris (celebrating the anniversary of the University of Paris). They decided “to

engage in the endeavour to create a European area of higher education, where national

identities and common interests can interact and strengthen each other for the benefit of

Europe, of its students, and more generally of its citizens. We call on other Member States of

the Union and other European countries to join….” The ultimate purpose is to establish a

structure of higher education (three years for a bachelor degree and at least one year for a

master degree) that will be the same in most of the European countries. This policy fit so well

the policy of the EU that the European Council of Barcelona (March 2002) decided that the

Bologna process would be part of the EU objectives. Not only did the EU get involved but

also the Council of Europe and UNESCO/CEPES together with the HEIs and the students.

It could be expected not only that the EU would touch the state policy in relation to higher

education but also that it would touch the market of higher education. Most of the education-

related action programs of the EU are seen as an extension of the economy in which the neo-

liberal, free market is the basic principle. According to some observers (Van Beneden, 2004:

245, 247; Van der Wende, 2004: 239; Amaral & Magalhães, 2004: 79), this is not only the

case for EU programs but also for the Bologna Process. The EU wants to attain a competitive

position on the world market of knowledge by reorganising its HE system. In this context, the

state had to set a step back. In place of a “state-control model”, there came a “state-

supervising model” (Dill and Sporn; 1995: 4-7).

This Bologna Process is developing in a world where the demand for higher education is

growing not only in Europe but in the world at large. There is an international market for HE.

This makes it interesting for universities to establish branch universities (see the presence of

American, British, and German universities as well as those of other countries in Asia) with

the same targets as the founding university and with the primary additional purpose of making

money. The market for higher education became limitless. These changes created the need

on the part of the Member States to adapt the national regulations to the international situation

and pushed the HEIs to find ways to respond faster than some years ago to the new challenges

(Verhoeven et al, 2005: 133-139). In this international context, it became useful to get a clear

definition of what HEIs are, what they are doing, and what they are expected to do. This is
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important for co-operation between HEI and for students registering in foreign universities.6

Students want to know whether the education offered by a particular university is of an

internationally recognized level and whether the diplomas would be recognized in his/her own

country.7 Moreover, because the educational systems in the Member States are not the same,

solutions have to be found for the recognition of the competencies and qualifications obtained

elsewhere. This was one of the main objectives of the Copenhagen Declaration (2002):

“Investigating how transparency, comparability, transferability and recognition of

competences and/or qualifications, between different countries and at different levels, could

be promoted by developing reference levels, common principles for certification, and

common measures, including a credit transfer system for vocational education and training.”

It should be stressed that these objectives apply not only for HE but also for all kinds of

vocational education. Legal steps are already being taken by many Member States to attain

these objectives. Within this framework, it is taken for granted by most educational

policymakers and certainly also by the Council of the EU (2004: 29) that “the common

quality assurance framework for the vocational education and training (as part of the follow-

up to the Copenhagen Declaration) and the “development of an agreed set of standards,

procedures and guidelines for quality assurance” (in conjunction with the Bologna process and

as part of the work programme on the objectives of education and training systems) should be

top priorities for Europe.” Most EU Member States have established a quality assurance

system, and many demand the HEIs subject themselves to accreditation.

By stimulating the Member States to enclose former policy in the national educational policy,

the EU has certainly contributed to the capacity of HEIs to parry some of the challenges of the

globalisation of HE. Moreover, the old nation states and the HEIs have also chosen for the

Bologna process to respond to problems arising in the globalisation process. Not only will the

convergence of the HE systems in the different countries increase but so will the convergence

among the different HE systems of different Member States. This, however, will create a new

regionalism that some had hoped would be overcome (Amaral & Magelhães, 2004 85; De

Wit, 2003).

6 Some agreements are made on the international level such as the Code of Good Practice in the Provision of
Transnational Education of UNESCO/CEPES (2001) and more recently Guidelines for quality provision in
cross-border higher education (2005) of the OECD and UNESCO. Countries are not obliged to follow these
agreements.

7 In the EU different steps are already being taken to protect the recognition and the content of a diploma of HE
such as the ECTS System, the Diploma Supplement, the Bruges Process, and the NARIC Network.
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Nevertheless, it is obvious that this process also creates other problems. For some analysts,

the solutions are worse than the problems were before the Bologna Process was started. A.

Amaral and A. Magelhães (2004) are not happy with it because, first, they see it as a brake on

innovation, the main cause for the destruction of diversity of HE in Europe and a contributor

to ending the rich cultural characteristics of the different Member States. Within the

framework of the Bologna Process, steps have been taken that might destroy the diversity of

the HE system in Europe. This diversity is threatened not only by the process in which all

participating countries have a place but also by the action of the international organizations of

the European universities. A streaming has emerged into the direction of what they call a

“more uniform, centrally defined (by a new oligarchy with a European dimension?) European

core curriculum”. Not only does this standardisation threaten innovation but one might also

ask what advantage there would be for European students to attend another European

university (except probably the proficiency of a foreign language) when this university offers

the same courses dealing with the same topics according to the same principles.

Second, they fear that a process that makes European universities more similar will create an

easily accessible market for organizations having more interest in financial gain than in

education by selling courses.

Third, one of the instruments for guaranteeing an acceptable level of quality of HE for foreign

students and for employers is accreditation. Accreditation has the advantage of giving

customers a reliable picture of what a particular HEI will offer and of providing the assurance

this institution uses instruments of an acceptable quality to attain that aim. Nevertheless, the

experience of accreditation in the USA, probably the country with most experience in this

respect, indicates that there are problems with it. According to Amaral and Magelhães (2004:

91, 94), this could be a reason for abandoning the idea of an all-European accreditation

system. Instead, they prefer that each country creates its own quality assurance system and

that European audits would check whether the quality assurance systems guarantee the

promised quality in the different countries. In that sense, they hope to retain the diversity

among the HEIs and, at the same time, protect the quality of education. In spite of these ideas,

some European countries are arguing for umbrella accreditation agencies.

3. Divergent drifts
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There is no doubt that globalisation is having an important impact on the organisation of

society. Consequently, educational policy should pay attention to the extent a country is

affected by globalisation. Whether education can answer all the challenges of globalisation is

not clear. Other policy measures should be taken. Nevertheless, it is obvious that VET can

contribute to the response to these challenges. Leney et al. (2004c) are convinced that VET

here can help because:

“Globalisation, technological change and changes in industrial

organisation mean that training is expected to meet the demands of a

rapidly changing situation in which: employees are generally required

to be more flexible; occupational pathways are changing; higher

levels and new types of knowledge and skills are needed; changing

patterns require a greater dispersal across the whole of society of

these new skills; and, the focus of attention is as much on the team

and the organization as on the individual and the individual’s skills”

(Leney, 2004c: 44).

It may be expected that Member States of the EU will respond to these questions differently

depending on their political, social, economic, and educational situation but they will still take

many similar actions. This will be no different for VET. We will now describe this for

education in general, and, if available, offer some specifications for VET in two countries,

Finland and Portugal, both of which have rather small populations, are democratic republics,

and have only recently become members of the EU. Apart from these similarities, they differ

considerably.

Finland is a democratic republic that was mainly agrarian until the WW II but that, between

1960 and 1975, became and still is an “industrial, capitalist welfare state” (Antikainen, 2005:

8-10). Policy makers developed a guaranteed minimum level of education, health, social

security, employment, and housing. Important was the step of Finland to join the international

information society, and the success of Nokia contributed to making it possible to support this

welfare state. Although Finland still stands for a welfare state, it also developed into a

“competitive state” as determined by the globalisation process.
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This development affected the school organization. Since the 1970s, Finland has had a

comprehensive secondary school system but, at the age of 16, students have to choose for

general upper secondary education or vocational education (Eurydice, 2003-2004). In the

beginning, the administration of the schools was very centralised but later decentralised.

Schools became responsible for their own management; teachers received more academic

freedom; parents became influential stakeholders and customers; and a school-evaluation

system emerged. At the same time, the schools formed networks with other schools,

companies, employers, unions, and citizen associations. In spite of this competitive state

model, equity is still considered very important and is the basis for a comprehensive system.

The excellent score of the majority of the Finnish students in PISA is explained by researchers

as the result of a state where equality (see Table 1) among the citizens is a very important

principle, a principle that guided the way to the formation of a comprehensive system.

In comparison with Finland, Portugal has a much longer international, mainly colonial

tradition. Until 1974, the country suffered from a dictatorial regime and became a democracy

only the beginning of the 1980s. The revolution of 1974 also put an end to the colonial wars

Portugal had been fighting in Africa and Asia and changed the relations with other

Portuguese-speaking countries. In 1986, Portugal became a member of the EU, while Finland

joined much later, in 1995. Portugal has a political structure “based on human dignity and the

will of people, committed to creating a free, just and compassionate society” (Eurydice, 2003-

2004b). In spite of the first steps after the “Revolution of Carnations”, Portugal became, like

Finland, a capitalist welfare state in which competition is an important element.

On Hofstede’s cultural dimensions ranking,8 Portugal scores much higher on the power

distance index (PDI) (about 60) than Finland (about 40) and on the uncertainty avoidance

index (UAI) (Portugal 95, Finland 50) but much lower on the individualism index (IDV) (20)

than Finland (about 60) (Itim, 2006). The difference between the PDI of Finland and Portugal

8 Although some researchers harshly criticise the cultural dimensions of Geert Hofstede (e.g., Dimmock &
Walker, 2000), we give the updated figures for Finland and Portugal. “Power Distance Index (PDI) focuses on
the degree of equality, or inequality, between people in the country's society.” “Uncertainty Avoidance Index
(UAI) focuses on the level of tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity within the society – i.e. unstructured
situations.”
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is supported by the income quintile share ratio.9 Moreover, we see that Finland has a higher

score on the HDI,10 and social cohesion11 is stronger than in Portugal (see Table 1)

In 2003 and 2004, the Portuguese government wanted to work for: “a State with authority that

is modern and effective” and to “thoroughly renovate public finances; develop the economy;

invest in qualifying the Portuguese; reinforce social justice; and guarantee equality of

opportunity” (Eurydice, 2003-2004). Until the student is 15 years old, education is

comprehensive and compulsory and then splits into tracks preparing for higher education or

for work. The policy of the current government aims for an assessment culture, adjustment of

education to the needs of the pupils, and transfer of powers to local administration. Moreover,

it wants education to prepare young people for the challenges of globalisation. It also wants

to stimulate technological and vocational education, to create an intranet for teacher support

and interaction, and to invest in further training for teachers with priority being given to

information technology and multimedia. Portugal is determined to confront the challenges of

globalisation and to make the creation of educational institutions more free than in many other

countries (see Table 1: 28.8% of tertiary students are enrolled in a private institution).

Finland has also embarked on “partial privatisation and the increase of market-based funding”

(Rinne et al., 2004: 472).

Although Portugal shows some similarities with Finland as far as education is concerned

(school-based management, comprehensive education until a certain age, quality assurance, a

binary HE system of which one branch is more vocationally oriented, etc.) there are still many

differences. Table 1 shows much lower average scores for the Portuguese students than for

the Finnish in the PISA study. Moreover, the proportion of early school leavers is much

higher in Portugal and the proportion of secondary and tertiary graduates is much lower.

Students in Portugal also are expected to study for a shorter period of time than students in

9 “The ratio of total income received by the 20% of the population with the highest income (top quintile) to that
received by the 20% of the population with the lowest income (lowest quintile)” (Leney, 2004b:52).

10 “UN Human Development Index (HDI) is a comparative measure of poverty, literacy, education, life
expectancy, childbirth, and other factors for countries worldwide” (Wikipedia, 2006).

11 “This ‘social cohesion index’ included measures of trust in others and institutions, civic cooperation (not
condoning cheating on taxes and fares) and violent crime. A measure of skills distribution was also constructed
from the IALS data. Educational inequality is measured as a test score ratio of the mean score in prose literacy
for those who have completed tertiary education compared with those who have not completed upper secondary
education. Income inequality was measured using traditional Gini coefficients” (Green et al. 2003: 5).
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Finland. Although Portugal wants to promote ICT in schools, it has still to make up for a large

gap with the situation of Finland. The percentage of teachers using computer applications in

the classroom is much smaller than in Finland, and upper secondary classes in Finland have

more computers available for students than do similar classes in Portugal, although both

countries attain almost the same level for internet subscribers to fixed networks (see Table 1).

As regards employment in knowledge-intensive services, too, there is a big difference

between Finland and Portugal. Finland has more employment in this sector than does Portugal

(Table 1). Finland is, at present, clearly better prepared to play a role in the globalised world,

and a larger proportion of the students of the secondary schools in Finland are seeking this

training in secondary vocational schools (Table 1).

Table 1: Some indicators of Finland and Portugal12

Finland Portugal
State form Democracy Democracy
Population (2001) 5.2 million 10 million
Economy
Export of goods (in billion $) (OECD, 2005a) 52.5 (2003) 26.5 (2002)
Export of services (in billion $) in 2003 (OECD, 2005a) 7.8 11.8
Inflows of foreign direct investment (in million $) in 2003
(OECD,2005a)

2 768 362

GDP per capita (2001) $24,430 $18,150
Employment
Long-term unemployment (as % of labour force) 2001 2.4 1.6
Percentage of employment in knowledge-intensive and high tech
services 2002

34.5 17.9

Welfare
Income quintile share ratio (2001) 3.5 6.5
Social cohesion -0.04104 -1.73447
Human development index (HDI) (2001) .930 (14) .896 (23)
Education
Public expenditure on education as a % of GDP 1998-2000 6.1 5.8
Early School Leavers - Share of population between 18-24 with
only lower Secondary Education and not in Ed/Training

9.9% 45.5%

Enrolment of students in vocational and pre-vocational training as a
share of total ISCED3 enrolment

57.2% 28.8%

Tertiary students enrolled in private institutions (OECD, 2003: 269) 0% 28.9%
Erasmus students (home institutions) (2003-2004) (Europa, 2006) 3951 3782
Erasmus students (home institutions) (Europa, 2006) 32373 (1992-2004) 28139(1987-2004)
Number of students in institutions in tertiary education (OECD,
2005b: Table C1.5)

214,012 336,826

% of population between 25-34 years old attained tertiary education
in 2001 (OECD, 2003: 54)

38% 14%

% of the population (25-64 y) that has attained at least upper
secondary education in 2001 (OECD, 2003: 41)

74% 20%

Expected years of schooling in 2001 (OECD, 2003: 257) 19.2 17.1
ICT and education
% of teachers using computer applications in 2001 (OECD, 2003:
338)

62% 30%

12 If not indicated, the source of this table is Leney (2004b).
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Ratio of students to computers in upper secondary education in
2001 (OECD, 2003: 342)

5.0 14.4

PISA
Reading literacy score PISA 2000 (OECD, 2003: 75) 546 470
Scientific literacy score PISA 2000 (OECD, 2003: 87) 538 459
Mathematical literacy score PISA 2000 (OECD, 2003: 83) 536 454
Internet
Internet subscribers to fixed networks, 1999 – 2001 per 100
inhabitants.

18.3 18.1

In spite of these differences, both countries are aware of the challenges of the

globalised world and the need to take steps to introduce youngsters into the ICT world. The

possibilities in both countries are not the same, but we see that, for some parts of recent

educational policy, both countries have elected for similar options for vocational education.

We can read this in the report “Achieving the Lisbon goal: The contribution of VET. Executive

summary” (2004b). In this report, the researchers compiled the answers of senior civil

servants responsible for VET in 31 European countries. They could give: “five aspects of their

current vocational education and training (VET) provision that they consider to be successful

in terms of their national goals” in function of following the Lisbon Agenda. Here, we should

not forget that, while the Lisbon Agenda is not only about confronting globalisation,

globalisation is also an important part of it (Leney, 2004c: 33-40).

Portugal called the following steps important for attaining the national goals for VET:

“1) apprenticeship system, 2) vocational training; supply of qualifying training, integrated into

the secondary education, 3) occupational qualification, training supply organized

systematically according to training pathways, and 4) adult education and training (EFA),

integrated education and training addressed to adults” (Leney, 2004b: 35).

Finland saw the following measures to be important and successful for achieving the

national targets: “1) incorporation of on-the-job-learning-periods to VET qualifications,

2) performance-based financing system for VET-providers, 3) vocational qualification yields

eligibility for higher education, 4) competency-based qualifications esp. for adult students,

5) apprenticeship training as an alternative channel of IVET and as a form of CVET” (Leney,

2004b: 33; see also Rinne et al., 2004: 469).

Both countries want VET students to be more involved in real work situations

(apprentice system) but Portugal also wants them to be more connected with the general
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secondary while Finland stresses higher education as a road for VET students. It is also

important that adult education is seen as a key instrument for opening the road for the Lisbon

Agenda. Finland wants a typical neo-liberal finance system (performance-based financing

system) to finance VET.

Moreover the respondents were asked to give “up to five current reforms or

innovations (priorities) that they expect to have an impact on the effectiveness or efficiency of

VET in their country”.

The Portuguese respondents mentioned: “1) Education Basic Law, 2) Vocational

Training Law, 3) National Plan of Prevention against Dropout (PNAPAE), and 4) “Minimum

guaranteed Training” (Leney, 2004b: 35). These rather vague indicators are made more

explicit in the Eurydice Report of 2003/2004. The purpose of the new law is to offer students

a more diverse and flexible path, to train them to develop key competencies, to use active

learner-centred methodologies, to encourage the use of ICT, to introduce students to

technological projects, to teach them the link between theory and practice, and to create “a

closer link between the school and the labour market, especially in the technological courses,

by introducing a compulsory training period in real working context”.

The Finnish respondents listed: “1) The Noste Programme for adults without VET-

qualification,13 2) Identification and recognition of prior learning, 3) Performance-based

financing system for VET-providers, 4) The OPAL student feedback system,14 and 5) Quality

enhancement by introducing competence-based assessment system of learning results

(introducing skills tests) in IVET” (Leney, 2004b: 33).

Portugal seems to hold that the basic laws for education will have their effect on the

targets while Finland is more specific. Once again, the principles of a competitive educational

system are stressed: performance-based financing, quality assurance, and recognition of prior

‘informal’ learning, all of which are important factors for gathering more knowledge in order

to be more competitive in a globalised world.

13 “The Finnish NOSTE programme encourages working people with few qualifications to undertake
competence-based assessment. This enables them to gain accreditation for competences developed previously
through informal and non-formal learning” (Leney, 2004c: 104).

14 “An ICT-based monitoring system for student feedback on labour market training” (Leney, 2004c: 75).
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When these administrators were asked to give “a brief outline of one or two reform(s)

in VET over the past few years that have not yet achieved the expected aims”, the Finnish

administrators did not mention any but the Portuguese spoke about the “fight against the

dropout and the shortage of qualifications of the E & T system leavers” and the need “to

promote the continuing training at the enterprises and its recognition” (Leney, 2004b: 37).

In spite of the steps taken to reduce the number of dropouts and to improve the

chances for continuing training in enterprises, the Portuguese respondents are not happy about

the results. Portugal still faces a high proportion of early school leavers (see Table 1), much

higher than in Finland.

We come now to the last issue of this paper: the divergent development of higher

education in the two countries. We confine this to some indicators, mainly from Portugal

because, except for the Bologna Process, no comparative information was available for

Finland.

First, we want to stress that both countries are participating in the Bologna Process.

Both have already taken the necessary legal steps to organise higher education according to

the two-cycle degree system. Nevertheless, there are still some differences. For instance,

Finland has already accepted an accreditation system, while Portugal is still working on it.

Access to higher education is proportionally higher in Finland than in Portugal (Bologna,

2005a, 2005 b). Traditionally, Finland has always sent a larger proportion of students abroad

under the ERASMUS programme than has Portugal and also receives more students from

other countries and this is still the case (Maiworm, 2002: 43; Europa, 2006) (see Table 1).

Second, it is interesting to note how institutions for higher education react toward the

problems of internationalisation. Veiga et al. (2005) made six case studies of Portuguese

institutions of higher education. They concluded that internationalisation is mostly seen in

terms of Europeanisation, while globalisation is mostly ignored. Moreover, this process of

Europeanisation is linked more with teaching (Erasmus and other programmes) than with

research. The attitude toward Europeanisation differs between fields of study, with the least

interest coming from law faculties. For most of the institutions, the teaching language for

foreign students must be Portuguese because of the cultural significance of the language but
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also because too few teachers have sufficient command of English. It is interesting to note

that international research programmes are used to launch joint research programmes and that

international educational programmes are stepping stones for joint research programmes.15

4. Conclusions

Globalisation is without any doubt occurring in our society, and education is certainly

being influenced by it. Teachers and students are not always aware of it, but it touches

everyday school life, including that in VET institutions. Internationalisation of education is in

the centre of educational development in HE and is expressed in IVET by, among other

things, interest in the study of foreign languages and the awareness of the problems of

students with a foreign cultural background. At the same time, it has been shown that VET

and HE are being determined by the basic principles of neo-liberalism: schools and teachers

have to be accountable; in all educational systems in the EU quality assurance systems have

been established; in most EU countries deregulation is accepted as a principle for education;

and in most countries privatisation of education has been accepted, although most countries

have not opened the way for unconditional privatisation. Most policy makers still perceive

education as a public good, not a private good to be sold for whatever the market will bear.

Nevertheless, not all policy makers are reluctant to approach education as something that may

be sold. The marketisation of education, certainly HE, is accepted in most countries.

Universities are establishing branch universities abroad and selling education to the rich.

Moreover, in VET as well as in HE, students are being educated for the market. They make

them aware of their individual rights, teach them principles of entrepreneurship, teach them to

become employable people, make them aware of the competitiveness of the labour market,

and so on. Obviously, globalisation is affecting VET and HE.

Our data show that globalisation is causing education to develop in the same direction

in most of the Member States of the EU but also that VET and HE are developing differently,

depending on the different political, social, cultural, and economic characteristics of these

countries. The first process has been supported by international organizations. The EU is one

of them. Even though the EU has only a subsidiary role in education, it is having an indirect

(but also direct by student exchange programmes) but visible impact on its development. The

15 It is a pity that this project did not offer comparable information for Finland.
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Lisbon Agenda has even reinforced this process. The OECD is also important in this

development for, indirectly, they indicate the roads to be followed by the national educational

policy. Nonetheless, a report on the situation of VET in the EU (Leney, 2004a,b,c) has

stressed that policy makers and schools should strive to improve their VET schools in order to

open HE more for their graduates and to open the road for CVET for the weaker VET

graduates. Moreover, they plead for more attention for competencies, entrepreneurship, and

ICT in VET schools, new didactical paths, new forms of assessment, the professionalisation

of VET teachers, demand-driven education, and attention for competencies in order to create

more mobility in the EU. There is a trend to convergence, but the authors of the report

mention these shortcomings and hope that national education and school policy will pay more

attention to these problems.

More than for VET, EU countries and HEIs have created a policy to answer the

challenges of globalisation.16 They have even decided to sell HE on the world market,

although education is by most countries considered to be a public good. Supported by the

Bologna Process and with the help of the EU, the OECD, and UNESCO/CEPES, HE has been

reconstructed in order to open the country borders for foreign students. Many measures have

been taken to make HE in Europe (not only the EU) competitive with the rest of the world,

thereby creating a new regionalism. HE in many European countries is becoming increasingly

similar. This process is strengthened by ECTS, quality assurance systems, accreditation, and

so on. While this might be seen as a development that is fruitful for science as it engenders

checked knowledge that is accepted by peers, it still destroys some capacities that are

necessary for scientific research. Some critics fear that Bologna will lead HEIs to more

standardisation of teaching and research and so stop innovation. This development could also

attract, it is feared, the attention of organisations that are more interested in making money

than in providing stimulating education.

It is obvious that these threats are present, but there is no doubt that globalisation has

not yet destroyed totally the differences between countries as far as VET and HE is

concerned. The two examples, Finland and Portugal, although facing similar problems and

many similarities in their educational policy for VET schools and HE, still have clear

differences in the development of VET and HE. Although both countries function within the

16 For Finland, see Finland (2004).
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EU and participate in the OECD and in many other international organizations, there are still

many educational differences between them.

VET and HE are clearly being affected by the globalisation of the world. For neither

can one deny the incredible power of a globalised economy, the interference of supranational

organization, the pressure of a “McDonaldized” culture, and the indispensability of an

integrated information and communication technology. But it would be a failure if these

processes lead to bringing all forms of VET and HE into line with the mainstream forms.

Innovation is not served by imposition of rules determined by the most powerful of this

globalised world.
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