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In the beginning of the 1990s Sweden was suffering from a high unemployment rate for young 
people. The solution asked for was a new form of qualified vocational education (QVE), based on 
apprenticeship. In 1995 I was requested to set up a group of researchers to follow and evaluate a 
pilot project involving QVE. In my paper I will describe the Swedish pilot project and compare it 
with the Italian higher-level apprenticeship system. 

1.  The Swedish school system 
The Swedish state school system comprises a nine year compulsory school and a three year 
voluntary upper secondary school. Students planning to attend upper secondary school opt for 
one of 16 programmes. Fourteen of the programmes include vocational subjects. Within the 
framework of upper secondary school there is a possibility for apprenticeship training but it is only 
used in exceptional cases. 
 
 
1.1 Qualified vocational education 
 
Into this schooling system qualified vocational education (QVE) was introduced as a pilot project. 
QVE is a new form of post-secondary education in which one-third of instructional time was 
advanced application of theoretical knowledge at a workplace. The aim was that these courses 
should revolve around active workplace-based learning and problem solving within an overall 
educational context rather than be organised as a traditional traineeship period. 
 
 
1.2 Content and structure of qualified vocational education 
 
The Commission on Qualified Vocational Education established by the Government administered 
the pilot project. The Commission is made up of representatives from political parties, labour 
market organisations, the municipalities and higher education institutes. The Commission invited 
various actors to take part in the pilot project. More then 800 applicants expressed an interest 
and, of these, the Commission approved 208 programmes during the first three years. The three 
largest course providers were municipalities’ i.e. upper secondary schools and adult education 
(59 %), private institutes and training companies (19 %) and universities and colleges (15 %).  
 
The education was post-secondary, in the sense that completed upper secondary education or 
equivalent knowledge is required for eligibility. Our results show that 48 percent of the students 
had completed the theoretical programmes of upper secondary schools and 48 percent the 
practical programmes (the remaining 4% represented special cases including students from 
abroad). 
 



SWEDEN 

 
30-31 October 2008 Peer Review  Higher Apprenticeship, Italy 
 

2

The length of the courses varied between one and three years (i.e., they comprised 40 to 120 
weeks' full time study), with the most common being two years (76 percent). Students completing 
courses of two years or more earned a QVE certificate or diploma. 
 
The overall aim was that courses should combine a practical orientation with in-depth theoretical 
knowledge. The interplay between theory and workplace practice was seen as important both for 
course quality and to meet the needs of the employment market and the students. Workplace 
learning was an important part in QVE. Students spent one-third of the course period at work-
places. For this to work properly, advanced supervision was supposed to be available. Although 
the aim of education and training at the workplaces was to impart familiarity with an occupation or 
vocational area, it was not meant to be as narrow as conventional forms of in-house company 
training.  
 
 
2. Results 
 
As might be expected, an evaluation of such a large pilot project as QVE generated results in 
many dimensions. Here we are going to concentrate on three types of questions. First, what kind 
of courses did course providers offer? Secondly, how is workplace learning organised? Thirdly, 
has QVE managed to recruit new groups of students compared to universities and colleges? 
 
 
2.1 Courses related to the demands of the market 
 
The guidelines for the pilot project were relatively unrestricted. This meant that individual course 
providers were free to take initiative and the courses offered could be seen as reflecting both the 
Commission’s and the course provider’s image of the demands of the market. 
 
Table 1 Number of courses and students divided into sectors of the labour market. 
 
Sector of labour market Courses Students 
 Number    % Number    % 
Manufacturing industry   52   25   2306   22 
Information technology   45   22   2508   24 
Business and administration   24   12   1560   15 
Tourism including restaurants   20   10   1179   11 
Construction industry   13     6     607     6 
Others   13     6     437     4 
Transport sector   10     5     574     5 
Health care sector     9     4     284     3 
Agriculture, forestry and gardening     8     4     327     3 
Forestry industry     5     2     190     2 
The environment sector     5     2     305     3 
Food industry     4     2     206     2 
Total 208 100 10483 100 

 
The first thing apparent from Table 1 are the strong concentration of courses in four sectors of the 
labour market, namely manufacturing (22 %), information technology (24 %), business and 
administration (15 %) and tourism including restaurants (11 %). Together they attracted around 
72% of the students. Eight other sectors share the remaining 28 percent of the students. These 
percentages do not match the occupational distribution pattern within the Swedish labour market 
as a whole. 
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2.2 The character of the courses 
 
Our results show that about 80 percent of the courses could be described as focused on a 
specific vocation. The remainders were of a more general character, for example the courses in 
information technology we previously described as ‘driving licence education’  
 
 
2.3 Workplace based learning 
 
As previously mentioned, workplace learning is an important part of QVE. From our material we 
can identify three types of workplace learning: trainee, project and apprenticeship. 
 
Most common workplace learning was organised as a traditional trainee period. Students were 
supposed to put their theoretical knowledge into practice. Usually the students started with single 
sub-operations and gradually advanced to work as a full time employee. 
 
Another common way of organising workplace learning was in form of a workplace-based project. 
For example, the students could develop a market plan or design web pages for a company. By 
this form the students developed their ability to plan and coordinate their own work, often in co-
operation with other students and company staff. 
 
A third form, used only in a few craft or trade courses, was the traditional apprenticeship. Under 
supervision of an experienced tutor the students practiced the trade and assimilated its traditions. 
What the students actually learn depends on the tutor and on what kind of production is available 
during that period. 
 
Overall, students were satisfied with the integration between school and workplace-based learn-
ing. Students told us that they gained a better understanding of theory after their workplace 
periods. They also found that schooling is necessary for working life and they acquired a more 
positive attitude towards the whole school system after their periods at workplaces. Responding 
to one question, 84 percent of students stated this integrated form of learning suited them best, 
and 89 percent expressed satisfaction with their latest workplace-based learning period. 
 
 
2.4 Students opinion of the courses 
 
A more definitive judgement of the QVE courses can be made on the basis of what happens to 
students after their exams and what is their opinion of the courses in retrospect. We asked the 
first 1124 students who completed their QVE courses these questions six months after their 
exams. 
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Table 2 Students occupation six months after their exams (Number and percent) 
 
Employed University or 

college 
Self-employed  Unemployed  

Number   % Number   % Number   % Number   % 
  845  75     82    7     50    4   153   14 

 
From Table 2 we can see that 75 percent of the students were employed six months after 
finishing their courses. In relation to the bad labour market climate, this must be seen as a good 
result. In addition, four percent had established their own companies. This gives us a total of 79 
percent in employment. Most of the employed students were in the private sector (83 percent). 
Over a third of those in the private sector (36 percent) were employed in small business (1- 49 
employed), 24 percent in medium sized business (50-499 employed) and 37 percent in large 
companies (more then 550 employed). One indicator on the quality of the courses was student 
opinion. On the question ‘Are you satisfied with your QVE?’ 79 percent of the students answered 
‘Yes’. 76 percent of the students felt that QVE was relevant to their present work. 
 
 
2.5 New groups of students? 
 
An interesting question is the socio-economic background, gender and other characteristics of 
students in the new QVE courses. 
 
Table 3 Social background among university students, QVE students and among the gainful 

employed population. 

 Universities and 
college (%) 

QVE students (%) Gainful employed 
population (%) 

Blue collar 23 34 44 
White collar 68 50 41 
Self-employed 9 14 6 
Others - 2 9 

 
From Table 3 we can see that the social background of the QVE students more closely 
resembled the profile of the total gainfully employed population than the profile of students in 
universities and colleges. Even so, students from blue-collar backgrounds were still under-
represented in QVE programmes. Further, on average QVE students tended to be a little older 
than the university students although most were still under 24 years of age (54 percent). 
 
Our impression is that the QVE programme has worked surprisingly well in terms of attracting 
new groups of students. We should emphasise the fact that QVE has opened up an alternative 
educational path for students from upper secondary schools practical programmes. However, 
when it comes to breaking the traditional gender bound pattern of educational and occupational 
choice the QVE programme has been rather less successful.  
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Table 4 Proportions of male and female among university students and QVE students. 

Sex Universities and 
college (%) 

QVE students (%) 

Female 
Male 

58 
42 

53 
47 

 
Table 4 indicates that the QVE programmes have a more equal gender distribution compared 
with universities and colleges. However, under the surface we still detect traditional patterns. 

 
 

Table 5 Proportions of male and female in QVE distributed by Sectors of labour market. 

Sector of labour market Female (%) Male (%) 
Construction industry 22 78 
Business and administration 58 42 
Information technology 44 56 
Agriculture, forestry and gardening 29 71 
Food industry 53 47 
The environment sector 70 30 
Transport sector 37 63 
Manufacturing industry 29 71 
Forestry industry 20 80 
Tourism including restaurants 75 25 
Health care sector 93 7 
Others  48 52 
Total 47 (3727) 53 (4176) 

 
The construction and forestry industries as well as the agricultural sector remain strongly male 
dominated while the opposite exists in health care, tourism and the environmental sectors. The 
most gender-equal sectors were information technology and food industry. In other words, the 
QVE programme has not managed to break the gender bound pattern in any significant way. 
 
 
3. Sweden and Italy 
 
The background to the reform in Sweden and Italy were similar; a high degree of unemployment 
among young people and a poor connection between school and labour market. The solutions in 
both countries was a reformed post secondary education, both based on work based learning but 
the Swedish system was more school based than the Italian. The length of the programmes were 
similar, but the characters diverged. The Italian system was fully integrated and accepted by the 
universities, while in Sweden it was organised as a parallel system, free from universities. Only 
15 percent of the programmes was organised by Swedish universities while in Italy it was more 
than 90 percent. In Sweden the students were offered a diploma from advanced vocational 
training while in Italy they usually were offered a university degree. 
 
The way of organising programmes differ between the two countries. In Italy the social dialog is 
organised on regional level, while the Swedish system more rely on a local social dialog related to 
each programme. The commitment from the employer is stronger in Italy due to the fact that the 
students are employed during their study period. In Sweden no programme can start without a 
strong commitment from the local employers but the students are not employed and their study 
period is financed by loans and governmental allowance.  
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The students are younger in Sweden; 54 percent was under 24 years while in Italy only 16 
percent was under 24 years. At a first glance the gender balance is much better in Sweden, with 
53 percent female students, compared to Italy with only 32 percent. Unfortunately a deeper 
analyse shows that the balance within the individual programme are just as traditional as ever. 




