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A. Apprenticeships in the Netherlands 

Since 1996 apprenticeships ceased to exist as a specific type of VET school, as a single Law 

regulates VET in the Netherlands. The new VET school type offers courses at four levels and in 

two tracks: a school-based and, as successor of the apprenticeship system, a dual track. All 

VET qualifications can be obtained either in a dual or a school based track. Both tracks are 

offered by either single-sector or multi-sector VET schools. 

In contrast to lower and upper secondary general education, Dutch VET does not operate on a 

‘year group’ basis; VET students might complete their study within the nominal number of years, 

or finish earlier, or later; there is no obligation for schools to offer courses in standard periods 

only. A level 4 qualification can be obtained after the – until now – nominal four years, but also 

within two to three years. It’s for the VET schools to decide on the kind of program flexibly they 

want to offer. In case a VET student starts at level 2 in a nominal two year program and moves 

on to level 4, the nominal study period might be six years, but also longer – or shorter. 

Since school based VET and apprenticeships are under one law and are – in terms of status 

and currency – equivalent, most of the elements outlined in Circular 2014-5 are not specific for 

the dual track, as apprenticeships are now called in the Netherlands. Although valid arguments 

can be found to qualify both tracks as dual, as VET students spend a considerable amount of 

time in occupational practice in both tracks, we prefer the dual track as the Dutch example of an 

apprenticeship scheme, if only because the track finds it roots in the apprenticeship system and 

some of the traditions from the apprenticeship period can still be found in this track. Where 

relevant, differences between both tracks will be outlined in this article.  

Summarizing the main characteristics of Dutch apprenticeships and differences between the 

school based and dual track:  

 All VET qualifications at EQF-level 1-4 can be obtained in a school-based or a dual track; 

 diploma’s for both tracks are identical; there is no reference to the track in the diploma; 

 the rights to proceed at higher VET-levels or HE are related to the diploma, not the track;  

 in both tracks a substantial part of the time is dedicated to work-based learning; In a 

school-based pathway at least 20% – on average 45%; in the dual track at least 60% – 

on average 76% (Vrieze, G.,e.a., 2009);  

 to enrol in the dual track a contract with a firm is obligatory, in most cases this is a labour 

contract, this is no obligation for the school-based track;  
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 the two-track system is designed as a system of communicating vessels; in times of 

business crises students can be transferred from the dual to the school-based track for 

instance; 

 students in the dual track stay with one firm for the duration of their course, student in the 

school- based track might change one or several time during their VET-course (1). 

 

                                                           
(
1
) In school year 2012-2013 the average duration of a work placement for students in the dual tray is 

14 months and for students in the school- based track 5,4 months (data from SBB). 
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B. Specific features of apprenticeships 

Table 1 gives an overview of the number of students in both tracks. It will be clear that most 

VET-students can be found in the school-based track: 

Table 1. Participation in VET: learning pathways (2000-2013) 

 2000 2005 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Total 
number 

452,000 489,000 525,000 530,000 523,000 526,000 

% school 
track  

66 72 66 67 68 73 

% dual track 34 28 34 33 31 27 

Source: CBS: Yearbook education in figures – 2013. 

Although the school based and dual track are formally equivalent, they serve different groups. Of 

all students in the dual track, the majority can be found at level 2 and 3, while the majority of 

students in the school-based track can be found in courses at VET-level 4. In particular courses 

in the Technical sector – at level 2 – are dominantly offered in the dual track; a tradition going 

back to the days of the apprenticeship system. Companies from the Technical sector still prefer 

students under a labour contract. In sectors without a strong apprenticeship tradition (Economy 

& Trade, Health Care & Welfare), more students can be found in the school based track.  

Moreover, most students in the school based track are under 20, while students in the dual track 

tend to be older as the track also serves as provision for lifelong learning. Table 2 gives an 

overview of the enrolment figures by age for both tracks separately: 

Table 2. Enrolment figures by age and track (2013-2014) in numbers and % 

 < 23 23-27 27-30 > 30 

school based 358,467 13,772 3,585 6,727 

dual 69,526 16,680 7,889 49,329 

school based 93.7%  3.6% 0.9% 1.8% 

dual 48.5% 11.6% 5.5% 34.4% 

Source: ecbo (own calculations). 

Learners over 30 can be found in Industry, Logistics & Transportation, Health Care & Welfare 

and Agriculture in particular, with over 15% of all VET students. Hardly any learners over 30 can 

be found in Beauty Care, Media & Design and Catering & Bakery (Fleur & Van der Meer, 2012).  
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Finding training placements for the dual track 

Students in the dual track are expected to apply for an apprenticeship contract on their own 

account, using their private or family network or consulting a specific website (Stagemarkt.nl) (2). 

As it sometimes proves to be difficult to find a place, VET schools are more or less forced to act 

as an intermediate between students and companies offering placements. If they don’t have a 

contract before the end of the year they have to transfer to the school based track.  

Trends in enrolment in the dual track 

The left side of figure 1 shows the number of VET students in the school (BOL) and dual track 

(BBL) and in both tracks together MBO (2006/2007 – 2012/2013). The estimated numbers for 

the period 2013/2014 to 2020/2021 can be found at the right side. The figures include both 

young people coming from lower secondary education as well as adults using VET to upgrade 

their qualification. As can be seen, it is expected numbers will drop from 2016-2017 onwards, 

after a period of almost continuous growth, also in the years previous to the period covered by 

Figure 1.  

Figure 1. Enrolment in VET in total and by track; historic developments and future trends 

 

Source: Neuvel & Westerhuis, 2013. 

And again, compared to the school based track, the number of VET students in the dual track is 

much lower. While in general around two third of the students can be found in the school based 

track; from the youngsters having left lower secondary, 85% enrol in the school based track and 

                                                           
(
2
) One of the legal functions of the sector-based Centres of Expertise is to monitor the number of 

 companies offering training places for both tracks; the supply has to balance the number of 

 students in VET as well as the demand for employment of a sector. We come back to this and 

 other functions of these centres in section 4 and 5. For Nancy Hoffman this type of intermediary 

 organisations provide the infrastructure for VET (Hoffmann, 2011).  
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only 15% the dual track. The future will not bring happy news, as it is expected the number of 

students in the dual track will drop even further. While the decline in the school based track can 

be explained from demographic factors, this cannot be the only explanation for the dual track.  

  

Figure 2. Enrolment trends for the dual track  

 

Source: Neuvel & Westerhuis, 2013 

Figure 2 shows the impact of factors making up enrolment figures for the dual track: 

 the number of new students enrolled in the dual track in a school year; 

 the number of students changing from the school based to the dual track; 

 the spent time in education (number of students staying for more than 2 years. 

As we can see, the number of new students is gradually dropping, while the number of students 

changing track has risen recently, but is steady now. The number of students staying over two 

years in education (e.g. the dual track) is still rising, although at its peak most probably. 

Explanations for the gradually dropping numbers for new entrants can be found in the school 

type at lower secondary level, preparing for VET. Enrolment in VET level 2 depends greatly on 

the number of pupils in the lowest of the four tracks in the prevocational school type ‘VMBO’; the 

‘basic pre-vocational track’. School leavers with a diploma of this track are allowed to enrol in 

VET al level 2. As it happens, enrolment figures for this track in particular dropped dramatically. 

And as many courses at level 2 are offered in the dual track, as they have their roots in the pre-

1996 apprenticeship system, the effects are disproportional for the number of VET students in 

this track in particular. As said before, this system is dissolved in a comprehensive VET system 
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since then, but the apprenticeship tradition is still strong at this level; in particular in the 

‘Technical sector’ (construction, metal work, plumbing, etc.)  

However, there must be other explanations, for the number of school leavers from other tracks in 

VMBO – entering VET at higher levels – and continuing in the dual track has dropped as well. 

Obviously, the recession has left its marks. Another explanation might be found in changes in 

student preferences; maybe the school based track is more attractive to them. Or maybe the cut 

in allowance for employers for reducing costs coming with training places in the dual track (see 

section 3). No research is found to substantiate these hypotheses, however. An explanation 

from outside the education system is the upward mobility trend on the labour market. A VET 

qualification at level 2 used to be a safe (in terms of employment risks, income and job security) 

guarantee for lifelong employment. But level 2 is losing this position to level 3; this level 

becomes the new critical edge (Coenen et al, 2010). Possibly, this trend has a deterring effect 

on students to enrol al level 2, and therefor in the dual track.  

Of a more recent date is the reduction of the number of adults enrolling in the dual track for 

reasons of upgrading their qualification. As we can see enrolment of adults is, more than for 

young people, more sensitive to (economic) fluctuations (Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Enrolment in dual tracks as initial and post-initial education 

 

Source: Neuvel & Westerhuis, 2013. 

Dropout rates by track 

On average, percentages of drop outs in the dual track are slightly higher than in the school 

based track, but differences are small. Instead, dropout is far more related to the levels in VET; 

where at level 1 40% of the students in the dual track drop out and around 30% in the school 
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based track, the level of drop out at level 4 is only 4% in both tracks (Van Esch & Petit, 2013). In 

general, dropout rates differ by VET level, with the highest numbers of dropouts at the lower 

VET-levels; the dropout rate is the highest in VET level 1. 

While rather large numbers of drop outs from the school based track return to education (VET), 

this is not true for students having left the dual track. A recent study shows that 20-25% of 

dropouts from dual tracks re-register within three years; for dropouts from the school based track 

the figure is one third. The report doesn’t provide explanations for this difference, but an 

explanation might be found in the attitude to learning in school. Perhaps students in dual tracks 

are less motivated to go back to school as they prefer work over learning.This argument is 

supported by the fact that many students in the school track don’t leave VET after graduation, 

but proceed to another (higher) level, while most students in the dual track are going to work. 

While around 50% of the students in the school track at VET level 4 proceed to Higher 

Education, from the dual track the figure is 12% (Neuvel & Westerhuis, 2013).  

Transition from school to work  

Unemployment rates are higher for graduates coming from lower VET levels, but also for the 

school based track. Table 3 shows the dual effect on unemployment risks for tracks and levels:  

 

Table 3. VET-students unemployed 4-12 months after graduation by level and track (in %)  

  school 
based 1 

dual 1 school 
based 2 

dual 2 school 
based 3 

dual 3 school 
based 4 

dual 4 

4-12 
months 

unemployed 

 

12 

 

5 

 

12 

 

2 

 

9 

 

3 

 

7 

 

2 

Source: ROA, 2013. 

Furthermore, on average graduates from dual track earn more compared to graduates from the 

school based track. Most likely because they have more work experience. Notwithstanding these 

positive results, approximately 42% of the students in the dual track hold the opinion they are 

not adequately prepared for their job in VET (54% in the case of students in the school based 

track). The inspectorate for Education puts this finding into perspective however by stating that 

students’ expectations might have been too high (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2011).  

In both tracks students spend learning time with a firm. Often, students are offered a labour 

contract after graduation by ‘their’ firm. Six months after graduation, more than two-third (69%) 
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of all graduates were employed by their training company; from the school-based track 50% and 

from the dual track 87% (3). 

                                                           
(
3
) Data kindly provided by Mrs. Moniek de Weerd, DUO Onderwijsonderzoek Utrecht. Figures for 

 school year 2011-2012. 
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C. Funding arrangements and support for companies 

Until 2013, Dutch companies could benefit from a tax benefit regulation reducing their tax and 

social insurance contributions (the WVA, Wet Vermindering Afdracht Loonbelasting). As a 

student from the dual track is an employee by law; employers have to pay a share of their wage 

tax and national insurance contributions. The WVA allows employers to reduce the taxes to be 

paid for employees and apprentices alike. However, because of the popularity of the 

arrangement and unlawfully use of this tax benefit, it has been replaced by a more specific 

subsidy system by January 2014. Under the new regulations, companies are only compensated 

for providing work placements in the dual track to a maximum of €2.700 per school year per 

student. Besides, the funding arrangement is less attractive as companies have to pre-finance 

the costs, only to be refunded a (school) year later (source: Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend 

Nederland; www.rvo.nl).  

Apart from government funding, the most important funding arrangements for VET, are non-

governmental. Many sector-based collective labour agreements include a levy system to finance 

a training & development fund, governed by the sectors’ social partners. Some of these funds 

have specific budgets for companies offering training places in the dual track. Via this system all 

companies pay their share in the costs of training for the sector’s new generation of workers. In 

most cases the fund covers a part of the training costs and of the wages of student-employees. 

This arrangement has also its roots in the apprenticeship and has been transferred to the dual 

track. The system has some rigid features as some funds restrict their funding to students in 

dual tracks at level 2 only, sometimes forcing students with a higher qualification in prevocational 

education (VMBO) to accept a training place at this level and not at a higher level.  

As said before, students in the dual track are obliged to have a contract with a company. This is 

a formal contract covering employment conditions like the duration of the contract (fixed-term or 

permanent/full or part time), wage levels (most likely the legal minimum wage). In some cases 

the tuition fee to be paid to the VET school for a student over 18 (end of compulsory education) 

is also paid by the company.  
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D. Enhancing attractiveness and career guidance 

Career guidance has a double meaning. Understanding career guidance as a mean to identify 

one’s personal abilities and talents’, schools have to introduce young learners into a great 

variety of occupations and sectors and inform them about the nature of occupations and career 

prospects. Preferably before they have to make a final choice in VET.  

Understanding career guidance as an instrument for the allocation of graduates, balancing the 

demand and supply of skilled labour, needs information on job opportunities for each of the 

rather specific occupation-based VET programmes in the Netherlands. Students should be 

aware of employment risks and opportunities when choosing a specific program.  

The dual track does not have its own system for career guidance. Not the track, but the sector, 

the variety of occupations and career perspectives are found to be of importance when making a 

career choice. Either because not all VET schools manage to offer two tracks for each and every 

qualification or because preferences are qualified as individual and not in terms of status.  

Providing labour market information for career guidance purposes 

One of the legal functions of the sector-based Centres of Expertise is to forecast labour 

demands in sector-perspective and preferably at a detailed level as sub-sectors greatly depend 

on number of graduates from the corresponding courses to fill job-vacancies. One of the data 

providers is ROA, the Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market is specialised in 

labour market forecasting and skills anticipation for the benefit of VET schools and graduates 

from lower secondary education. Besides data from ROA, the Centres has also data from their 

own monitoring systems available and from other sources, for instance from data collected by 

sector-based research institutes. 

Not the Centres of Expertise, but VET schools are responsible for attuning the number of 

educational provisions and students to labour demands (in cooperation with other VET schools 

operating in the area), using ROA and the Centre’s data, but also data from other sources, like 

regional research bodies. The Centres of Expertise cooperate with ROA to stimulate the use of 

these data by schools to inform potential students on labour market opportunities for the 

respective VET courses and to support efforts to allocate students according labour market 

opportunities. Stimulation is needed, as many teachers and members of staff in VET schools are 

not familiar with this kind of data. The most relevant topics dealt with in these data are: forecasts 

of the demand for qualified labour, availability of training places in companies (as an element of 
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all VET courses), as well as information on the quality of labour (future trends, new 

competences) by sector and /or occupational domains.  

As long as information on career prospects is the only instrument to allocate students over VET-

programs (disregarding the track), the quality and clarity of the information on job opportunities is 

essential; neutral and clear information on job opportunities, the nature of occupations and the 

quality of VET courses is needed. Requested by the ministry of Education, SBB (the Foundation 

for Cooperation on VET and the Labour Market) and the 17 Centres started a pilot project 

aiming to standardize labour market information for VET students. In particular criteria for 

defining shortages and surplus of labour are relevant, if a pig cycle has to be avoided. The pilot 

came up with six topics to be specified for all qualifications: 1) student satisfaction, 2) % of VET 

students enrolled in HE, 3) % graduates, 4) employment prospects, 5) starting salary after 

graduation (average) and 6) availability of work placements for both tracks (4) . 

                                                           
(
4
) SBB’s letter to the Minister of Education, 24 March 2014. Reference: gev14-0336lvd/BES_Alg 
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E. National governance, regulatory framework and social partners involvement 

The most important national actors in governing VET (both tracks) are the Ministry of Education, 

the Netherlands Association of VET Colleges (MBO Raad) and the foundation for Cooperation 

between Vocational Education, Training and the Labour Market (SBB).  

The Netherlands Association of VET Colleges represents all government-funded colleges for 

secondary vocational education (VET schools) in the Netherlands. On behalf of its members, 

MBO Raad promotes the collective interests of the sector, supports common activities of the 

colleges and acts as an employers’ organisation. The association negotiates labour with the 

trade unions and signs collective labour agreements, but has also a network function in 

facilitating expert networks and promoting innovation in education; for instance competence-

based education and learning.  

The foundation for Cooperation between Vocational Education, Training and the Labour Market 

was established in 2012 in SBB senior secondary vocational education and partners 

representing national and sector based social partners, e.g. the 17 Centres of Expertise, join 

forces. SBB offers delegates from the VET schools and social partners a platform to advise the 

Minister of Education. SBB has also an operational agenda, as under responsibility of SBB VET 

qualifications, ‘qualification files’ are produced and regularly updated. This national qualification 

structure serves as a framework for curriculum development by the VET schools.  

Until now the Centres of Expertise are responsible for the production of VET qualifications for 

their own sector. It is foreseen that the production of qualifications will fall under a more central 

regime in the near future, coordinated by SBB (5). This will affect the funding of the Centres, as 

they are government-funded for executing three ‘law based’ functions in VET: 1) the production 

of qualifications and examination criteria, 2) to promote companies to become involved in VET 

as a venue for learning and to accredit companies as venues for learning (for a VET 

qualification) and 3) to promote the quality of work based learning ( see also the ‘quality 

assurance’ section). 

Clustering these activities under SBB will broaden the scope of SBB’s activities to include 

improving the quality of work based learning and school based examination procedures (for 

instance by stimulating companies to take a more active role in examination) and an effective 

                                                           
(
5
) The new Cabinets Coalition Agreement announced in 2012 its intention to transfer the law based 

 tasks of the 17 Centres of Expertise to SBB; a new organisation model for SBB is currently under 

 discussion. 
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geographical distribution of VET provisions in terms of avoiding overlap (competition between 

VET schools), as well as in balance with the supply and demand of skilled labour. 
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F. Quality assurance 

This section deals with the quality assurance procedures for VET/the dual track only. We will not 

go into more general aspects of quality assurance in education (through the Inspectorate for 

Education). 

The national law on VET states that companies offering work placements to VET students has to 

be accredited. To be precise: accreditation has to be obtained for both training places in the dual 

and the school based track and for each qualification separately. As we have seen, it’s is one of 

the three legal functions of the sector-based Centres of Expertise to accredit companies as 

venues for learning through a formal accreditation process. The Centres publish the names and 

addresses of the accredited companies on a National website: Stagemarkt.nl.  

Despite the economic crises the number of accredited and active companies is relatively stable. 

Figures for March 2014 tell us that over 230.000 companies are registered as accredited 

companies; more than half of the companies in this country. Nonetheless, the variety and quality 

of the accredited companies remains a point of concern. This is one of the reasons for almost 

permanent action to involve more companies in learning (in VET).  

F.1. Accreditation companies as a venue for learning (in VET) 

One of the criteria for accreditation is the availability of a trained supervisor or tutor 

(praktijkopleider). Tutors must be qualified at least at the same level for which he/she is 

supervising work based learning. Furthermore, tutors must be able to share their working 

expertise with students and have to be pedagogical competent (validated by diplomas/ 

certificates). 

In both tracks students have to spend learning time in companies, but only the learning time of 

apprentices is regulated in a standard work placement agreement. The apprentice/ student, the 

VET school and company have to undersign this agreement and by doing so express to agree 

on the organisation of the internship and facilitation of learning opportunities (Source: website 

SBB 21/3/2014). The other criteria are: 

 The company has to offer sufficient training opportunities allowing students to develop the 

skills and competences prescribed in the curriculum/ course the company is accredited 

for; 

 The company has to agree to cooperate with the VET school; workplace tutors have 

contact with the school on a regular basis; 
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 The work environment has to be safe (Health & Safety) for VET students.  

Once companies are accredited, accreditation has to be renewed every four years, they are 

allowed to recruit students for the dual and school based track via, for example, special websites 

for accredited ‘learning companies’, the company website, or contacts with a school. At the other 

hand, schools and students can find placements in companies from their own network, as long 

as they have been accredited.  

The VET schools coordinate workplace learning by developing or selecting workplace training 

course books, the planning of return days over the school year and facilitating sessions allowing 

students to reflect on their work experiences. The school also has to keep track of the students’ 

progress by means of regular visits to the workplace (Poortman & Visser, 2009). 

Registration of accredited work placement companies on an open website (Stagemarkt.nl) 

facilitates learners and VET schools in finding work placements for the school based and dual 

track. The quality of the company as a venue for learning in general and for individual learners in 

both tracks is monitored – until now, by so called education advisers (‘opleidingsadviseurs’) 

employed by the Centres of Expertise. In their visits to companies and schools they also serve 

as a ‘walking encyclopaedia’, if not mediator, for students, tutors, employers and VET teachers.  

Once accredited as a work placement company, a Centre of Expertise, e.g. an education 

adviser, assist companies:  

 to maintain the standards for accreditation/ to improve performances on the standards;  

 to train tutors in coaching an supporting VET students; 

 in finding their way in the sometimes complex communication with VET-schools; 

 to recruit students, for example by publishing vacancies on the Stagemarkt.nl website; 

 in exchanging experiences with other local accredited companies. 

F.2. Learning in practice; the position of company based tutors 

Tutors coaching VET students (from both tracks) have to be qualified. Training programs are 

offered by the Centres of Expertise and developed by the Centres themselves. There is no 

national, or standard program for tutors, but most have identical topics, concentrating on didactic 

skills: instruction, motivation and assessment skills.  
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On average, a tutor spends about 25 days a year on supervising and coaching a student in the 

dual track. In the school based track it is less, as these students spend less (learning) time in 

companies; on average 20 days (commonly dedicated to tutoring a number of students instead 

of one as in the dual track). However, the difference is probably less than expected. Most of the 

time is spent on counselling and the assessment of work processes and -products. 

Acknowledging the complexity of the arrangements regarding work based learning, a result of 

the fact that many organisations are involved in this type of learning, a Protocol was introduced 

in 2009. In 2009, the Ministry of Education, the national employers’ organisations VNO-NCW/ 

MKB, the Netherlands Association of VET Colleges and COLO, SBB’s predecessor, agreed on a 

Protocol setting out the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders involved in work based 

learning; it should create a common trust between stakeholders that all bodies involved are 

dedicated to enhance the quality of work based learning. 

Table 4 gives the figures for the size of the accredited companies at the end of 2013 (no up to 

date figures could be found); most of the accredited companies are SME’s, if not SE’s (69%) 

(Table 4). On average almost all students in the school based track (91%) find work placements 

in SME’s (< 50 employees); from the dual track ‘only’ 78% find work placements in SME’s.  

 

Table 4. The size of accredited companies (November 2013) 

company size (number of employees) % accredited companies  

 1        16  

 2 – 10      53  

11 - 50      22  

51 - 250      7 

> 250       2 

                                                 100 

Source: Stagemarkt.nl, November 2013. 
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G. Recent developments 

G.1. Dual tracks and fighting youth unemployment 

In particular work based learning is seen as an ideal instrument to reduce youth unemployment. 

One of the first activities in the new initiative ‘Attack on Youth Unemployment’, launched March 

2013 (Aanpak jeudgwerkloosheid) was to create new VET-placements for unemployed youth. In 

a sector-based approach the Centres of Expertise, coordinated by SBB, were able to accredit 

10.000 companies as a venue for learning, not exclusively for the dual track however. Notably 

around 8.200 of them were not involved in VET before and 1.200 companies were accredited for 

- to them - new qualifications. On the negative site 9,200 (6) accredited companies withdrew in 

this period because of the lack of staff to coach learners due to the economic crises (Ministerie 

van OCW, 2014; Ministerie van OCW, 2014a).  

Another new initiative is to develop sector plans by the social partners and co-financed by the 

Government. Through these plans new jobs for young school-leavers should be created, 

including the tracks leading to a formal qualifications. Regional parties are involved in finding 

target group members and guiding them to these new learning opportunities in VET, as well as 

providing grants for companies willing to place and train candidates.  

G.2. Examination 

VET schools have the legal right to issue the formal VET diplomas, one of the conditions being 

accredited learning companies have to be involved in the assessment procedure leading to this 

diploma. In response to signals the quality of examination procedures was dropping, all partners 

(Ministry, MBO Raad and SBB) agreed to launch an extensive programme dedicated to improve 

the quality of examination in VET. 

G.3. The status of general subjects in VET 

From 2014-2015 national exams in Dutch language and Math will be introduced in VET. Only for 

VET level 4 English will also be subject of national examination. The implementation will start in 

2014-2015 to be finished in 2016-2017. It is assumed that the (higher) standardized levels of 

Dutch language and Math will act as a barrier for graduation, in particular at the lower VET level.  

                                                           
(
6
) The high number of companies withdrawing from involvement in VET is exceptional and most 

 likely an effect of the economic crises. 
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G.4. The VET qualification framework revised 

National qualification frameworks have to balance the interest of the industry (low costs for 

school to work transitions) and VET schools (low overhead costs by avoiding small specialized 

programs). Struggling for an optimal balance between both interests more or less summarizes 

20 years of revising the Dutch qualification framework for VET. The new round, to be finalized 

August 2016, will have a profound effect on the structure of qualification files. Instead of defining 

files for qualifications separately, a few number of qualification should share a basic program (for 

a year for instance) with options for specialisation in later years.  

G.5. A new national plan for VET: Focus on Craftsmanship (2011-2015)  

For many young people and adults VET is important for the improvement of to improve labour 

market positions and career prospects. Young people use VET’s level structure as ‘progression 

route’ and adults use VET as a change to upgrade their skills. Besides, VET wins relevance for 

as young learners dropping out higher forms of general upper secondary education, and even 

higher education (Neuvel & Westerhuis, 2013). Now many people have found their way into 

VET, the Ministry suggests it’s time to focus on its quality and efficiency: 

 by intensification of VET courses in raising the number of ‘contact hours’ for each school 

year and new financial arrangements discouraging VET schools to register students for 

long periods, and so discouraging enrolment in new courses at a higher level.  

 by greater investments In career guidance, student coaching and variation of teaching 

methods to ensure further reduction of absenteeism and school dropout. 

 by creating a new status for level 1 courses; preparing for level 2 (starting qualification 

level) as well as for employment. With the new status comes a new name; entry courses 

(entrée-opleidingen). 

 by improving the quality of examinations and simplification of the national qualification 

framework for VET (see above) 
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H. Main strengths and weaknesses of the dual track  

Basically this article gives an overview of the developments in Dutch VET, and not so much of 

developments in the Dutch apprenticeship scheme/ VET’s dual track. The reason is obvious; 

both the school based and dual track fall under the same regime in terms of laws, school type 

regulations, quality procedures, etc. 

According to Euler (2013) the combination of school-based and dual vocational training in a 

complementary structure produces a sophisticated and flexible VET system. Linking different 

forms of vocational training with a comparable final examination brought the strong elements of 

school based VET and apprenticeships together in a ‘weatherproof system’. It is not the dual 

track itself, but the combination of both tracks leading to the same qualification makes VET 

attractive.  

However; dual tracks have some specific characteristics, not shared with the equivalent school 

based track. In this section we will highlight these differences as an overture for the identification 

of the main strengths and weaknesses of both the dual track as a twin of the school track and as 

a track in its own right.  

H.1. Strengths 

Because of the multisector, multilevel and multitrack structure of VET, relations with social 

partners and the business sector can take many forms, both in formal and informal settings and 

at national and at school/regional level. Since the introduction of the new VET system in 1996, 

the old patterns in terms of overrepresentation of the dual track at the lower VET levels and 

underrepresentation at higher levels did not change however. The business sector did not grasp 

the opportunity to steer VET into the direction of dual learning at all levels. Whether or not this 

was because the level of involvement in the school based track was seen as satisfactory, or for 

other reasons is not clear.  

The possibility to qualify at all VET levels in dual tracks opens VET to a great variety of learners. 

A more prominent advantage of the dual track as such is its attractiveness for students 

preferring to learn in practice, if not learning by doing. Offering dual tracks with the opportunity to 

spend a considerable period of time in practice, VET is able to qualify young people not easily 

motivated to learn (in school), as well as to lowering the threshold for working adults to engage 

in learning.  

Research published by ROA suggests that in particular sectors where little training is needed to 

be productive prefer students from the dual track. In for instance Hospitality, the Catering 
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industry and Construction labour productivity balances the costs of labour. In other words, when 

the training costs exceed benefits from labour productivity, dual track students don’t have a 

competitive edge. The study also illustrates how much the dual track is embedded in sector-

specific traditions. In car mechanic jobs it is common youngster start working, to enrol in the dual 

track after having made themselves familiar with the tasks at hand, for instance. The most 

important finding is that not the (dual) track explains students’ attractiveness for companies, but 

factors like age, working experience and (high) marks in final examinations (Borghans, a.o., 

2000). This finding correspond only partly with observations highlighted in this article: dropout 

rates and a successful transition from VET to work are related to the type of track as well as to 

the level of VET (see Table 3).  

H.2. Weaknesses  

Not so much a weakness as a brainteaser is the issue of the gradual dropping number of 

students in the dual track (see Figure 3). As we have seen, explanations can be found in the 

rather persistent upward mobility trend in lower secondary education in particular, but also in the 

effects of the economic crises and the surplus of labour.  

The future can bring other threads. New policy initiatives, highlighted in previous sections, might 

jeopardize the position of the dual track as an alternative for school-based learning for students 

and companies: 

 condensing VET courses by raising the number of ‘contact hours’ and the reduction of the 

nominal duration of programs can bring schools to the conclusion that more time has to 

be spent in school to finalise a course; 

 this is also true when more learning time has to be invested for mastering the appropriate 

levels in Dutch language and Math;  

 a broad basic program in the first year, consequence of the new template for qualification 

files, might alienate SME’s from VET, and from the dual track in particular if the broad 

elements have to be absorbed in work based learning as well. 

 budget cuts and the reallocation of functions from sector bodies to a national institute 

might inspire companies to review their commitment in VET (7).  

                                                           
(
7
) Also the OECD in its recent country report voices this concern: ‘There is a need to champion and 

further promote apprenticeship and work-based learning. As work-based learning depends on a 

joint effort by employers, schools, and the government, it is essential to sustain tripartite support 
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And finally, the quality and effectiveness of workplace learning. One of the persistent, if not 

inherent, points of concern regarding the dual track, is for instance how to transfer learning 

outcomes from school to work, and visa-versa. A new initiative to overcome this problem is the 

creation of hybrid learning contexts by merging learning and work processes aiming at 

knowledge integration and transition. Basically, a hybrid learning context intertwines the 

execution of authentic tasks (opposed to tasks designed for learning processes only) with 

learning (skills, knowledge, work processes, theory, etc.), either in school, but preferably in the 

workplace (Zitter & Hoeve, 2012).  

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                            
for work-based learning and negotiate reform with the social partners. Work-based learning should 

also be systematically promoted in postsecondary vocational programmes’ (OECD, 2014). 
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