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    Foreword


    Vocational education and training (VET) plays a crucial role in the economic development and growth of modern societies, as it develops the skilled workforce necessary to maintain the efficiency and competitiveness of public and private enterprises. However, VET is not only a pathway to preparing learners for employment, but a cornerstone in preparing young people to participate as informed, responsible citizens in our democratic societies.


    Since the publication of the Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) in 2018, several evaluations of the implementation of the Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education and the RFCDC recommended that further attention needs to be given to the relation between the RFCDC and VET, taking into consideration their specific characteristics and needs. In response, the Council of Europe Education Department convened an Expert Group and published the RFCDCGuidance document for vocational education and training in 2024. Building on this document and in line with the Education Strategy 2024–2030 “Learners First”, which calls for embedding democratic culture throughout all levels and forms of education, this anthology addresses critical questions about the integration of competences for democratic culture (CDC) in eight areas of VET, identifies existing gaps and practical challenges and proposes ways to address them within diverse educational contexts.


    Due to its unique position at the intersection of school and work, VET is shaped by a diversity of systems, structures and actors. It is precisely these distinctive features that offer unique opportunities for developing key democratic competences, such as openness to cultural otherness, responsibility, co-operation skills and critical thinking. As learners prepare to enter or reorient themselves in professional life, VET environments can become pivotal spaces to cultivate their voice and sense of agency as active citizens. However, the successful development of CDC among VET learners requires co-ordinated efforts by all stakeholders, particularly staff in VET schools, employers and in-company trainers. By providing concrete examples, guiding questions and reference points, this publication aims to inspire policy makers, practitioners and employers to effectively develop CDC in VET.


    The Education Department is particularly grateful to Dr Andrea Laczik and Dr Søren Kristensen for acting as editors of this publication, and to all the authors that expertly drafted the eight chapters of this anthology. We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the expert group that participated and supported the development of this work, which included members from Albania, Armenia, Austria, Belgium, Georgia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, North Macedonia, the Republic of Moldova, Serbia, Slovakia, Türkiye, Ukraine, the Holy See, The European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE), European Student Union (ESU), the Federation for European Education (FEDE) and the Lifelong Learning Platform (LLLP).


    This publication represents a significant next step forward to the development of the RFCDC in VET and aligns with the Council of Europe’s ongoing efforts to promote the integration and learning of democratic values across education systems. It is offered in the spirit of partnership and shared responsibility, and with the conviction that vocational education and training, properly conceived, builds both careers and citizens.
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    Introduction


    
      Context


      Current political, societal and economic contexts pose considerable challenges for societies in Europe and beyond. It is increasingly important that citizens share democratic values and become competent at living and participating in a democratic culture. Developing responsible members of a society must start at an early age and should be inclusive.


      We must create an environment where the competences for democratic culture (CDC) of those in vocational education and training (VET) learners can be developed, where they can actively participate, shape their surroundings and contribute to the betterment of society. By empowering learners, we not only fulfil our moral obligation but also lay the foundation for a more vibrant, innovative and equitable future. There is a need for those in VET to integrate democratic competences already inscribed in very broad terms in most educational legislation. However, the extent to which this is embedded and practised differs considerably. The Council of Europe has been engaged in working and advising on learning about democracy in general and higher education, including in VET. This publication focuses on initial vocational education and training (IVET) at secondary level that mainly attracts young people between the ages of 15 and 19. This group of young people is particularly important as in European Union (EU) countries on average, 50% of them are involved in VET at the upper secondary or tertiary level. Yet, a European Commission report from 2017 reveals that local policy makers and authorities often neglect citizenship education in IVET compared to general education.


      These VET learners are important to target because their experiences differ from those in purely general/academic programmes. They may engage in school-based VET or work-based VET in the form of apprenticeships. They may attend multiple learning venues, VET schools or training organisations and workplaces, and they navigate back and forth between professional life and school life. This transition is unique for those in IVET as it is not experienced by learners in schools until after they graduate from secondary or tertiary education and start working. Hence, VET provides unique opportunities to capture learners’ interests at an earlier stage and to help develop and strengthen the voice and participation of adolescents as active citizens at a time when they are in the process of transitioning into professional life or changing career.


      Stimulating activities that enhance democratic engagement through participation are particularly important for VET learners. VET learners, especially those in IVET programmes, have lower political efficacy (Hoskins et al. 2014) and a lower tendency to vote or participate through other types of democratic engagement. Furthermore, learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to participate in democratic activities and as this group is over-represented within VET it is vital we consider their needs and voice.


      Developing CDC for IVET learners needs to be a joint effort by all those stakeholders who engage with them during and beyond their compulsory education and training. These stakeholders include representatives of the two learning venues: staff at the VET schools, and employers and workplace staff. The development of CDC for those in IVET is also influenced by structures, processes and approaches, such as VET teacher training and an integrated approach.


      This publication builds on the Council of Europe’s guidance document on a Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) for VET (Council of Europe 2024) and aims to extend the knowledge base between RFCDC and VET. It unpacks aspects that may contribute to and inspire ways to effectively develop CDC for those in VET. It aims to strengthen democratic values and practices and promote a culture of democracy in VET.

    

    
      The RFCDC and VET


      The Council of Europe has developed the Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture, which includes the model of competences for democratic culture (Council of Europe 2018), referred to as the “butterfly model”.
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      This model specifies the 20 competences, grouped into values, attitudes, skills, and knowledge and critical understanding, which are necessary for learners to develop in order to become responsible, active citizens. These competences help individuals “to take action to defend and promote human rights, democracy and the rule of law, to participate effectively in a culture of democracy, and to live peacefully together with others in culturally diverse societies”. These 20 competences are equally relevant for VET learners as they are for learners in general education and higher education. However, the ways in which these competences are developed differ between general education and higher education, and are specific to VET contexts (Council of Europe 2024).


      VET and VET systems are complex and diverse across the member states of the Council of Europe (Council of Europe 2024). Diversity exists in “learner profiles, stakeholder involvement, pedagogical practices, teacher and trainer qualifications, duration, mode of provision and social status” (Council of Europe 2024: 17). What unites all VET systems is their close link to the labour market. The content of VET is linked to labour market intelligence on the skills required by different industrial sectors. VET curricula are closely aligned to employers’ needs. There are two learning venues for VET: schools and workplaces. Different countries have different approaches to delivering VET; some offer it in schools, others in workplaces and for others still, there is a combination of the two.


      Those in VET represent a diverse group in terms of age, backgrounds and interests. VET is offered initially to those aged 15 (or 16) to 19, and also to adult learners for upskilling and reskilling. European countries exhibit different participation rates in VET programmes by age. For example, in Germany, it is mainly taken up by young people under the age of 25, while in England, VET is more prevalent for the 25+ age group. In many countries, VET holds a lower reputation; for example in Spain, it is often seen as a “second-chance” provision for those who have struggled in general education. On the other hand, there are young people who consciously choose VET programmes and excel with top performers becoming “WorldSkills” competitors.1 This diversity impacts the implementation of the RFCDC. In order to be successful, efforts have to be collaborative and context specific.

    

    
      CDC as a European-level policy priority


      CDC in VET have been a focus of the Council of Europe since 2022, when an expert group of representatives of member states and observers was set up by the Steering Committee of Education to support RFCDC and VET. The Guidance document for vocational education and training (Council of Europe 2024) is the first document to specifically address CDC in the VET context. There are two phases of the Council of Europe’s work on CDC and VET; the first phase resulted in the guidance document and the second phase will culminate with this publication.


      The guidance document is significant because it represents the first focused work linking CDC and VET. It explores how CDC can be effectively developed for those in VET across Europe. This is the first step that gives serious thought to how CDC can be developed for learners within the diverse VET landscape of the Council of Europe’s member states. The document offers an overview of the complexity and diversity of VET systems across member states and outlines several key aspects fundamental to the development of active citizens in a democratic society.


      
        
          
            This initiative marks a significant milestone in the Council of Europe’s ongoing efforts to strengthen democracy through education and highlights the crucial role of VET in shaping informed, engaged and responsible citizens. The Guidance document on VET is expected to pave the way for more inclusive, democratic and culturally diverse learning environments across Europe (Council of Europe 2024).

          

        

      


      There is a clear trend of growing interest and activity related to citizenship education and developing CDC for learners in VET. This can be observed at national level, with many countries, such as Norway, including learners’ rights to participate in matters that concern them in the Education Act. At European level, transnational programmes like Erasmus+ have set objectives to encourage youth participation in Europe’s democratic life. Programmes are available through competitive tender to support “active citizenship and ethics in lifelong learning; [the Erasmus+ programme] fosters the development of social and intercultural competences, critical thinking and media literacy” (European Commission n.d.). These programmes offer excellent opportunities for young people from diverse backgrounds to develop skills and knowledge about youth participation in Europe’s democratic life.


      Comparative research about citizenship education across a number of European countries is being carried out, which will greatly contribute to addressing the lack of research in this area. Direct research on CDC and VET is limited, and evidence-based policy making and evidence-based practice are essential for achieving the ultimate aim of developing active citizens and promoting a democratic culture.

    

    
      The anthology


      This anthology is a natural next step after the development of the guidance document, building on the content contained therein. The main purpose of this publication is to delve into selected topics that are inherent to CDC and VET in more detail, raise questions about CDC and VET, identify gaps and challenges in practice, and think of ways to overcome them. This anthology offers provisional recommendations to policy makers and practitioners based on the discussions and arguments of each chapter.


      The themes of the chapters have been carefully selected and each relates to the specificity of VET and its key stakeholders. The chapters include the subject of curricula, assessment, in-company training, teacher training and teachers’ continuing development, a whole-school approach to implementation, social partner involvement, inclusion and learners’ participation. The discussion and understanding of how these broad topics may contribute to the development of CDC for those in VET are fundamental. Given the diversity of VET across the Council of Europe’s member states, the chapters include examples of good practices to illustrate the importance of the national, regional and local contexts.


      There are two main target audiences for this publication: policy makers at national, regional and local levels; and practitioners who implement CDC in VET. Policy makers can use this publication to generate ideas to develop policy conducive to CDC for those in VET, while learning about the challenges the implementation of CDC may pose. Practitioners can draw on ideas about, for example, how to implement CDC in VET programmes and how they can encourage those in VET to participate in activities supporting the development of CDC. Each chapter identifies certain target audiences and makes the inherent link between policy and practice. All chapters argue that the inclusion and development of CDC in VET can only succeed if based on close collaboration among stakeholders, which includes policy makers, practitioners, employers and VET learners.


      During the creation of this anthology there have been some challenges. There is a limited body of relevant and publicly available research reports and data on CDC and VET. For example, there is ample literature on curricula and assessment but little to nothing about CDC in curricula or CDC and assessment. The diversity of VET systems makes it difficult to compare CDC-conducive practices across Europe. So, the individual chapters include illustrative examples for a more nuanced discussion.


      Similarly to the guidance document, the drawing up of this anthology is supported by an expert group on the RFCDC and VET composed of delegates of member states and observers, officially nominated by the Steering Committee of Education (CDEDU). All authors are experts in their specific fields; they are practitioners, employers, academics and researchers. The chapters have been reviewed and there has been an ongoing communication between the Council of Europe, editors, authors and the expert working group.


      In writing this publication, 79 examples of good practice were collected from across the Council of Europe’s member states. These include a combination of new initiatives and long-established programmes supporting CDC for those in VET, and inspiring practices across and beyond the topics under discussion, as well as forward-looking education policy developments. They provide an excellent pool for context-specific examples to encourage further developments.

    

    
      Readers’ guide


      Selected topics in this anthology are discussed in greater detail within their respective chapter. Each topic has been carefully chosen to reflect the characteristics of VET and its close connection to the workplace. These include curricula, assessment, VET teacher training, in-company training, implementation, inclusion, social partners’ involvement and VET learners’ participation. Each chapter follows a similar logic. An introduction provides definitions and identifies the focus before the bulk of each chapter considers how best CDC can be developed for those in VET and identifies what the potential challenges are and how these can be overcome. Each chapter draws on examples of good practices from across the Council of Europe’s member states to illustrate the context for the CDC in each theme under consideration. Most chapters include references to existing literature, enabling a deeper engagement with the topic.


      The first chapter – CDC in VET curricula – uses the broad definition of curriculum and suggests that a curriculum needs to be understood holistically and systemically. It is argued that the development of CDC goes beyond the development of skills, attitudes and knowledge. Students in VET also need to develop the values and identity of a trade or profession, and for life. Teachers and trainers of VET are key in this process and have to be supported as these activities go beyond the delivery of prescribed content. Developing CDC is a dynamic process and VET teachers and trainers as “curriculum makers” should have the confidence to make use of opportunities that arise in VET schools, workplaces or the community. This chapter reflects on the different approaches to delivering CDC; as a stand-alone subject and/or integrated into the VET area. The chapter discusses the subject of curricula as a contested space.


      The second chapter – on assessing CDC in VET – aims to answer the question “Why do we want to assess CDC when it poses so many difficult challenges?”. It argues that while assessing the cognitive aspects of VET or job-related performance is vital, transversal skills, values and attitudes are often not assessed or are informally assessed. This chapter argues that assessment of CDC should fit into the broader strategy of assessment and grading taking into consideration summative and formative aspects. It promotes the introduction of more formal assessment of CDC in VET and offers thoughts and examples to policy makers and assessment designers on how to increase and improve the assessment of CDC.


      The third chapter focuses on one of the key stakeholder groups and discusses CDC in initial and continuing VET teacher training. Teachers in VET are key players for developing CDC for their learners and this requires specific skills, knowledge and competences that must be reflected in teacher education. Learning about democracy is not only about the content but the contextualisation of the approach. The chapter outlines some of the challenges of implementing and strengthening CDC in the training – initial and continuing – of VET teachers given their diversity, their roles and the qualifications they may possess to teach. The chapter assesses the current state of play with examples and points to the future potential of CDC in VET teacher training.


      The fourth chapter on the role of CDC in in-company training focuses on one of the learning venues within VET, the workplace, which distinguishes VET from general education. The role and the potential of the workplace to develop the CDC of those in VET is crucial. This chapter discusses how formal structures and standards contribute to quality assurance without necessarily embracing and promoting CDC for learners in VET. Success in developing learners’CDC depends on, for example, corporate culture, organisational structures or the mindset of managers and trainers. The authors argue that companies might be more obliged to establish, maintain and implement CDC-supportive practices if they identify intrinsic motivation. Companies are businesses in the first place and this does not directly lead to the development of CDC within learners. This chapter discusses why it is important for companies to integrate CDC into in-company training and how companies can benefit from this, offering practical illustrative examples.


      The fifth chapter is concerned with implementing CDC in VET schools: the whole-school approach. Considering the two main learning venues for VET, the development of CDC formally happens in the VET schools and in the workplace. Hence, the guidance document introduced the notion of an “integrated approach”. This chapter, however, focuses on the “whole-school approach”, signalling that in many European countries exclusively school-based VET training is offered and within this formal establishment the implementation of CDC might fit better with the organisational structure and remit. This chapter argues that CDC are not a subject; they to be considered holistically and should be a development for a way of life. The chapter discusses some of the challenges and advantages of implementing CDC in VET schools, including time constraints, attitudes and expectations, learning environments and inclusivity, before examining how to apply this whole-school approach in practice. The chapter includes examples and ideas for training exercises.


      The sixth chapter concerns CDC and inclusion. This is another important chapter reflecting on and discussing CDC in relation to the diverse VET learner population, how they influence the workplace and society, and what role VET learners may play in society in the future. The chapter discusses CDC and inclusion across four dimensions: individual, social, political and economic dimensions. The role and significance of CDC – values, skills, attitudes, knowledge and critical understanding (Council of Europe 2018) – vary within each dimension of inclusion and are specific to contexts and target groups of VET learners. While the four dimensions are discussed separately, the authors argue that they are closely interlinked in practice. The chapter suggests that perhaps the discussion should not be about how individual VET learners develop CDC but how VET as a system fosters CDC in terms of being inclusive.


      Chapter 7 concerns the role of social partners in developing CDC in VET learners. The involvement of trade unions and employers’ organisations in VET varies significantly across European countries and is rooted in specific historical and societal contexts. Consequently, their potential for contributing to promoting the development of CDC for VET learners differs significantly. Social partners’ engagement with the development of CDC may include three dimensions of democracy learning: learning about democracy, learning through democracy and learning for democracy. This chapter delves into questions such as “Why do social partners engage in developing CDC in VET learners?” and “How do/could they engage in developing CDC in VET learners?”. These questions are unpacked in more detail in relation to the development of CDC in VET. It is argued that social partners play a crucial role in developing CDC for VET learners. However, both social partners and training providers should ensure that what VET learners experience in relation to democratic learning is mutually supportive. The chapter identifies some evidence that social partners are already engaging with the promotion of CDC but demands systematic research in this space.


      The last chapter, Chapter 8, is concerned about developing CDC through learners’ participation. Its focus is on the very population that participate in VET programmes in VET schools and in the workplace. The chapter argues that CDC is not separate from the development of skills, knowledge and behaviour for any chosen profession. The chapter considers three key themes: democratic citizenship, empowerment and the transformative potential in relation to learners’ participation in democratic practices. It argues that participation practices for learners have to be systemic rather than based on individual practices by VET teachers and trainers. It argues that learners’ participation can contribute to positive changes in the organisational culture, can lead to active participatory citizenship and may lead to a healthier democratic system.
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    Chapter 1 CDC in VET curricula: some ground clearing and foundation building


    
      Prue Huddleston and Daniel Alvunger

    


    
      What is a curriculum? Setting the scene for understanding democratic competences in VET curricula


      The understanding of what a “curriculum” is varies across the world as a result of historical, ideological/political, social and cultural factors. Notions of curriculum – and of course also conceptualisations of democracy and citizenship – are contested, shaped over time by dominant curriculum ideologies and amalgamations of them (Schiro 2012). From the early 21st century, the view of a curriculum as structured by academic disciplines and subject-specific content knowledge to be taught has been superseded by a learner-centred and competence-based curriculum (Priestley and Biesta 2013). The emphasis is on transferrable skills across and between subjects, often expressed through an interdisciplinary approach to knowledge and a blurring of the boundaries between subjects. Competence-based curricula have been questioned and criticised for genericism and for excluding certain groups of students, by advocates of knowledge-rich and academic-disciplinary curricula (Rata 2016; Young 2014).


      Another critical voice of competence-based curricula comes from Gert Biesta (2013) who questions what he regards as a trend of “learnification”. He claims this to be an apparent shift in educational discourse from teaching to learning, where the teacher is reduced to a facilitator and learning is seen as an individual process for acquiring skills, knowledge and competences. At the heart of Biesta’s argument is that learning is an unpredictable and risky process that cannot be fully controlled. Rather than focusing on input regulation, predetermined outcomes and what “efficient learning” is, education involves transformative learning experiences. This also shapes Biesta’s understanding of the relationship between education and democracy (2006). Education should prepare individuals to engage meaningfully in democratic life, which requires more than the mere acquisition of knowledge. It involves the cultivation of ethical and political agency and the ability to engage in dialogue and decision making in public. Altogether, this is an important backdrop for a critical understanding of the issue of CDC (Council of Europe 2018) in VET curricula.


      A common definition of a curriculum involves making a distinction on three levels: 1) the prescribed curriculum, that is, the curriculum as “text“(or “the glossy booklet”) that states the general ideas and aims of education, the goals, skills and competences to be acquired/attained, the selection of content, the structure of the education and the organisation of teaching; 2) the implemented or taught curriculum, in brief, what teachers say they teach (described) and what they actually teach (enacted); and 3) the received curriculum, what the students experience (Dempsey 2023). The first and to some extent the second part of this definition aligns with Cedefop’s definition of curriculum as the “inventory of activities related to the design, organisation and planning of an education or training action, including definition of learning objectives, content of programmes, methods (including assessment of learners and evaluation of programmes) and material, as well as arrangements for training teachers and trainers” (Cedefop 2024; Alvunger et al. 2021). In line with the view on the purpose of education to foster human growth and to promote democratic citizenship, ethical responsibility and the ability to engage meaningfully with others outlined above, we argue for a holistic and systemic definition of curriculum (Priestley et al. 2023), that is, “the multi-layered social practices, including infrastructure, pedagogy and assessment, through which education is structured, enacted and evaluated” (Priestley 2019: 8). In this respect, we embrace Connelly’s (2013: ix) view that “[curriculum] is a complex system involving teachers, students, curricular content, social settings, and all manner of impinging matters ranging from the local to the international. It is a system that needs to be understood systemically”.


      From our perspective, the curriculum is something that is created, or more aptly “made” by practitioners and other actors working with each other – not only within but also across multiple layers or sites of education systems, for example schools and district offices, policy-making arenas and national agencies (Alvunger et al. 2021). This view might be somewhat mind-bending because a curriculum is generally associated with written text. However, our perspective pays attention to how various actors may be involved in how RFCDC is integrated into VET curricula (see Chapter 5 on the implementation of CDC in VET settings and Chapter 7 on the role of social partners in developing CDC in VET learners). For example, within the English context the notion of “employer engagement” in the design and delivery of VET curricula has long been advocated within policy prescription (for a fuller discussion see Huddleston and Laczik 2018 and Huddleston 2021).


      Currently, further education colleges and training providers are required to draw up Local Skills Improvement Plans in partnership with local employers to identify local skills needs and to jointly plan for change: “Employer
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