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CHAPTER 1.  
Introduction 

 

 

1.1. VET programmes and apprenticeships at the 

upper secondary level 

This article discusses the key factors influencing mobility in apprenticeships in 

Poland, in particular long-term mobility (90 days or more). The focus is on 

apprenticeships in the wider context of vocational education and training, as 

apprenticeships are an integral part of VET. The article is based on extensive desk 

research, analysis of available data regarding mobility participants as well as on 

interviews with members of institutions involved in mobility schemes (1).There are 

different VET programmes at the upper secondary level (2) in the Polish education 

system: 

(a) Five-year vocational upper secondary programme (technikum); 

(b) Three-year first stage sectoral programme (szkoła branżowa pierwszego 

stopnia), which replaced the basic vocational programme as of the 2017/2018 

school year. Starting from the 2020/2021 school year, a two-year second 

stage sectoral programme (szkoła branżowa drugiego stopnia) will allow 

additional qualifications to be added to those attained in the first stage sectoral 

programme. 

These are youth-oriented programmes available to primary school 

graduates (3) (usually 15-year-olds). All upper secondary programmes in VET 

combine general and vocational education; vocational education consists of both 

theoretical and practical training. Schools have relatively high independence in 

                                                 
(1) A total of nine interviews were conducted with: representatives of the Polish National 

Agency of the Erasmus+ Programme, a representative of a large employer who trains 

apprentices, representatives of the crafts sector, school heads and teachers from 

vocational upper secondary and first stage sectoral schools involved in organising mobility 

projects, and representatives of the Voluntary Labour Corps (OHP).   

(2) The scope of the analysis in this article is the upper secondary level (ISCED 3). In the 

following analysis, a special job training programme for SEN learners available to primary 

school graduates is not included, as it is usually is classified at the ISCED 2 level. Fine arts 

schools supervised by the minister responsible for culture and national heritage are also 

not included. 

(3) In the transition period, this also includes graduates of lower secondary programmes 

(gimnazja) that are being phased out as a result of the reforms initiated in December 2016. 
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organising practical training – it can be organised in different forms and venues, 

depending on the school: in school workshops, continuing education centres, 

vocational training centres, or with an employer (in various forms, fully or partially 

at an employer’s premises). However, a special form of practical training – the 

traineeship at an employer’s premises (lasting from 4 to 12 weeks) is mandatory 

for learners in the vocational upper secondary programme (technikum) and in the 

future – in the second stage sectoral programme (szkoła branżowa drugiego 

stopnia). 

Alternate/dual training in Polish VET can be offered under different legal 

frameworks. A key  apprenticeship scheme in Poland’s IVET is connected with the 

legal framework of ‘juvenile employment for the purpose of vocational 

training’ (4) (przygotowanie zawodowe młodocianych pracowników) (5). ‘Juvenile 

employment’ is based on a work contract between the learner and the employer. 

Not all forms of training under the ‘juvenile employment’ framework (See Figure 1) 

can be considered as apprenticeships (6).  

The most common form within the juvenile employment scheme is ‘training 

for a profession’ (nauka zawodu). Training for a profession usually lasts around 

36 months and is finalised with a state vocational examination or journeyman’s 

examination, which when passed, provides the student with a vocational 

qualification (7). The ‘Juvenile employment’ scheme is an option of practical 

training offered to learners in the first stage sectoral programme (szkoła branżowa 

pierwszego stopnia, which replaced the previous basic vocational programme) – 

in that case the practical training is organised by an employer and the theoretical 

                                                 
(4) It is important to note that apart from juvenile employment, alternate/dual training in 

Polish VET can be based on a contract signed by the school with the employer. This 

is a different way of organising practical training, which allows for the alternation of learning 

in an educational setting with learning and working at a workplace. In this form, however, 

some features of the apprenticeship are not included (e.g. there is no contract between the 

employer and the student). For this reason, the following analyses focus on juvenile 

workers participating in training for a profession. 

(5) The scheme is included as ‘Vocational preparation of young workers’ in Cedefop 

European Database on apprenticeship schemes.  

(6) Key features of apprenticeships are: a) alternation of learning in an education and 

training setting with learning and working occurring at a workplace; b) long-term approach; 

c) contract between the apprentice and employer; d) remuneration for work; e) results in 

an occupation/qualification; f) employers' responsibility for training (Cedefop, 2014). 

(7) Another form of juvenile employment, beyond the scope of this article, is “training for a 

specific job” (przyuczenie do wykonywania określonej pracy). This form is confined to a 

small group of youth and is usually classified at the ISCED 2 level. It lasts from 3 to 6 

months and prepares a learner to perform a specific, partial set of tasks relating to the 

corresponding occupation (does not end with the State vocational exam which provides a 

formal qualification). 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/data-visualisations/apprenticeship-schemes/scheme-fiches/upper-secondary-vocational-programmes
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/data-visualisations/apprenticeship-schemes/scheme-fiches/upper-secondary-vocational-programmes
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education takes place at school. However, juvenile employment can also be 

delivered in out-of-school forms: through courses organised by vocational training 

centres or vocational schools or at employer premises. The apprenticeship option 

with theoretical education taking place at school is the most popular one. 

In further chapters apprenticeship will refer to the training for a profession of 

juvenile workers with theoretical training provided in an educational setting – at 

school or in the form of courses organised by vocational training centers and 

vocational schools (see Figure 1). Likewise, the term apprentice will refer only to 

those juvenile workers who carry out their theoretical training in a school setting 

(alternation), whereas the term juvenile workers will include both them and those 

who train entirely at employer premises.  

Figure 1.  Juvenile employment schemes 

 
 

Source: own elaboration.  

 

The organisation of alternance varies – most often some days in the week are 

spent at the workplace and some at school. All juvenile workers are entitled to a 

salary, social security benefits and holiday leave. Additionally, special regulations 

exist pertaining to their working conditions (see more in Chapter 4). 

Juvenile workers are usually employed in micro, small and medium-sized 

companies, mainly associated with the craft chambers. The Polish Craft 

Association, craft chambers and guilds (craft sector) play an important role in the 

training and assessment of apprentices.  

Box 1. Student apprenticeship  

A new apprenticeship option, the “Student apprenticeship” (staż uczniowski), is available as of 

September 2019. It is open to learners in vocational upper secondary programmes and first stage 

sectoral programmes, who are not juvenile workers. Student apprenticeships are based on a work 

contract between the learner and employer, detailing the arrangements on the scope and 

organisation of the training, and possible exemptions from the obligatory practical training provided 
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by the school. Student apprenticeship is different in scope than practical vocational training – it 

covers all or some (partial) elements of the teaching programme, or even elements connected with 

a given occupation but not included in the programme. Apprentices are entitled to a salary unless 

the contract states otherwise.  

This form of training is a new measure, which has just recently been introduced to the system, 

therefore, it will not be included in further analysis. 

Source: own elaboration based on the Education Law Act. 

1.2. Participation in VET programmes and 

apprenticeships 

The vocational upper secondary programme (technikum) is the most popular 

programme among VET learners. In the 2017/2018 school year, only 23.6% of 

VET students at the upper secondary level were enrolled in the first stage sectoral 

programme (szkoła branżowa pierwszego stopnia). Half of them were apprentices 

(juvenile workers) (Statistics Poland, 2018). This means that apprentices constitute 

11.7% of all VET students at the upper secondary level. This share is not very high, 

but still significant – there were 77,170 apprentices enrolled in schools in the 

2017/2018 school year. If we take into account both VET and general upper 

secondary programmes, apprentices constitute 4% of all young learners in schools 

(see Figure 2).  

Figure 2.  Participation in upper secondary programmes for youth (2017/2018) 

 
* Includes students of phased out basic vocational schools ** only schools for youth included. 

Source: Statistics Poland (2018). 
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The overall number of apprentices in schools (8) has decreased in recent 

years (see Figure 3), as has also the number of all students in upper secondary 

programmes, in particular in the basic vocational programme. The share of juvenile 

workers among all students of the first stage sectoral/basic vocational programmes 

in recent years fluctuates between 50-58%. 

There are no data available on juvenile workers who undertook theoretical 

training through courses at training centers or at a workplace and were not enrolled 

in schools (theoretical training in out-of-school forms). However, approximations 

and partial data (e.g. from the craft chambers) indicate that their share among all 

juvenile workers is rather small.  

Figure 3.  Number of apprentices and first stage sectoral/basic vocational 
programme students  

  
  

* Includes students in the first stage sectoral programme and before the reform of the basic vocational programme. 
Students of phased-out basic vocational schools for adults were not included.  

Source: Statistics Poland (2018 and previous editions). 

                                                 
(8) Data discussed here refer only to apprentices enrolled in schools in the first stage 

sectoral programmes, not all apprentices i.e. those participating in courses offered by 

training centers. 
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CHAPTER 2.  
International mobility of VET learners 

 

 

International mobility is organised and/or supported by various institutions and 

programmes both at the country and regional levels. Furthermore, it can also be 

arranged by an individual school e.g. based on bilateral agreements with 

institutions abroad. The most significant mobility programme in VET is Erasmus 

Plus. Furthermore, numerous applications for mobility within Erasmus Plus, which 

were positively assessed but rejected due to funding limitations, were supported in 

subsequent years via the ESF co-funded Operational Programme ‘Knowledge 

Education Development’. ESF financing is a key factor making VET mobility at the 

current scale possible. These programmes contribute to the vast majority of 

student mobilities and therefore provide the best overview of current trends and 

the scale of such schemes in Poland.  

In 2014-18, 46,038 VET students (including recent graduates) participated in 

VET mobility experiences abroad within the Erasmus Plus programme (9) and an 

additional 43,519 within the Operational Programme ‘Knowledge Education 

Development’ (10). Almost all of these mobilities were short-term (up to 90 days), 

and the vast majority of them (97%) lasted no more than 4 weeks. The most 

popular were placements that lasted around 2 weeks and around 4 weeks (see 

Figure 4). Those which lasted 90 days or longer constituted only 0.5% of the overall 

number. To our knowledge, mostly recent graduates participated in long-term 

mobility. 

 

 

                                                 
(9) Erasmus Plus, Vocational education and training, Key action 1 student mobility, 

including the Erasmus Pro path. For the purpose of this article, we assume that one mobility 

represents one student. 

(10) The presented data is from the Polish National Agency of the Erasmus+ Programme – 

Foundation for the Development of the Education System (FRSE), as of June/July 2019. 
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Figure 4. Duration of VET students/graduates’ mobilities in 2014-2018  

 

 

Includes data on Erasmus+ and PO WER mobilities in VET. 

Source: own elaboration based on FRSE data. 

 

The main destinations of VET students participating in mobilities changed 

slightly in recent years. Of the total number, the most popular destination country 

in the 2014-2018 period was Germany (25% of mobilities), followed by Spain 

(19%), Italy (15%), Greece (11%), UK (10%), Portugal (9%) and Ireland (4%). An 

analysis of mobilities in subsequent years (see Figure 5) indicates a change in the 

travel destinations – decreasing numbers of mobilities to Germany and the UK, 

and increasing numbers to Spain, Greece, and Ireland. 

Figure 5.  Share of mobilities of the 7 most popular destination countries in 2014-
2018 

  
Includes data on Erasmus+ and PO WER mobilities in VET. 

Source: own elaboration based on FRSE data. 
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11.7% respectively). The majority of VET learners who take part in placements 

abroad are vocational upper secondary programme students (see also section 

3.2.).  
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CHAPTER 3.  
External factors influencing the mobility of 
apprentices at the upper secondary level 

 

 

In this chapter, we present the most important external factors influencing the 

mobility of apprentices (and to some extent – mobility in VET), in particular, 

participation in long-term mobilities. 

The first group of factors relates to the broadly understood labour market, as 

well as the functioning of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (section 

3.1.). The second group is connected to the functioning of schools and the VET 

system in general (section 3.2.), excluding factors resulting directly from the 

apprenticeship scheme (analysed in chapter 4.). The third distinguished group 

encompasses socio-cultural factors (section 3.3.). 

3.1. Labour market-related factors 

3.1.1. Economic sectors and actors 

One of the key features of the Polish economy is the dominance of SMEs. In 2016, 

micro enterprises (less than 10 employees) constituted 96.2% of all companies in 

Poland, small and medium-sized companies accounted for 3.6% of the enterprise 

sector and only 0.2% of all enterprises were large companies (PARP, 

2018). Statistically speaking, Polish employers are not foreign affiliates or 

international companies. Therefore, internationalisation strategies and EU-wide 

networks are not the major influencers of apprenticeship schemes in Poland (11).  

Traditionally, the key role in apprenticeships is played by the craft sector, 

which encompasses over 300,000 micro, small and medium-sized companies (12). 

According to data from the Polish Craft Association, as of January 2018, employers 

associated in the chambers of crafts organised “training for a profession” for 62,896 

juvenile workers, both those taking theoretical training at schools (apprentices) and 

those taking all training at employer premises. The vast majority of them  did their 

theoretical training at schools (ZRP, 2018). Taking into account the number of 

                                                 
(11) That does not mean they are not important at all. Some large Polish entities have joined 

the European Alliance for Apprenticeships. 

(12) https://zrp.pl/o-nas/o-zrp/ [access: 23.06.2019]. 

https://zrp.pl/o-nas/o-zrp/
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apprentices in schools, it can be assumed that around 80% of juvenile workers 

who participate in school education were employed in the crafts. 

Box 2. Occupations in the craft sector 

In 2018, the most popular occupations among juvenile workers (including apprentices) in the crafts 

were those associated with the automotive sector (around 28% of juvenile workers), beauty (24%), 

construction (15%), and food processing (14%). Over 2/3 of all apprentices in the craft trades were 

training in 7 occupations: hairdresser, car mechanic, carpenter, pastry cook, cook, electrician and 

locksmith. These occupations have been the most popular in recent years. 

Source: ZRP (2019).  

The study of continuing vocational training in enterprises (CVTS) provides 

data on companies involved in training juvenile employees (including apprentices). 

Data from the 2015 survey indicate that the majority (61.8%) of juvenile workers 

were employed in small companies, 22.5% in medium-sized ones, while only 

15.6% in large enterprises. The survey, however ,does not include micro 

enterprises with less than 10 employees (Statistics Poland, 2017).  

The leading role of SMEs in the training of apprentices results in a particular 

set of conditions, as small business employers lack the resources (e.g. number of 

qualified staff, finances) of larger companies, and may depend more on the work 

of apprentices. We assume that this in turn may impact their attitude about a long-

term absence of their apprentices and make them less positively inclined towards 

long-term mobilities.  

3.1.2. Dynamics of skills demand and supply in mid-level occupations 

Poland has been enjoying continuous economic growth for the past 25 years 

(International Monetary Fund, 2019). The unemployment rate in Poland has been 

steadily decreasing in recent years. According to the Labour Force Survey, 

unemployment was 3.9% in 2018 compared to 6.2% in 2016, 9% in 2014 and 

10.1% in 2012. Unemployment among young people (aged 15-24) decreased from 

26.5% in 2012 to 11.7% in 2018 (13). An increased demand for qualified workers is 

observed (Chłoń-Domińczak et al., 2018a). This means, among others, that the 

labour market has shifted more in favour of employees than employers.  

Research shows that in 2017-2018, within 9 months of finishing school most 

VET graduates were already employed. The percentage was higher among basic 

vocational programme graduates (14) (76%) – around half of which are apprentices 

– than graduates of vocational upper secondary programmes (65%) which, among 

others, is related to the fact that vocational upper secondary graduates more often 

continue their education, e.g. at universities (Bulkowski et al., 2019). 

                                                 
(13) Source: Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database [lfsa_urgaed]. 

(14) replaced by the current three-year first stage sectoral programme. 



14 
 

The currently good economic situation may be one of the reasons for 

graduates’ relative lack of interest in long-term mobilities. Research shows that the 

main incentive for choosing vocational education in the first place is to obtain a 

good job relatively quickly (Chłoń-Domińczak et al., 2018a; Bulkowski et al., 2019) 

– which is presently taking place. In other words, graduates can easily find work 

without additional training.  

At the same time, a fear of (and genuine) workers’ shortages may be a factor 

negatively influencing employers’ attitudes towards the long-term mobility of 

apprentices. Employers may fear that once an apprentice leaves the country for a 

long-term traineeship, he or she will not be back for years, if ever (15). However, 

the high demand for workers in the labour market could also encourage Polish 

employers to attract more foreign students for mobility periods.  

3.1.3. Attitude of employers towards training 

Participation in adult learning in Poland, in line with the EU indicator used, has 

hovered for years at around 5% (16). At the same time, one of the main motivators 

for learning is 'employers’ requirements' (PARP, 2018b).  

Polish employers are generally satisfied with their employees’ competences. 

In 2014, such satisfaction was indicated by over half of the respondents of the 

Human Capital Study (PARP, 2015). For years, the preferred strategy when 

recruiting was to employ people with the required competences instead of training 

them in-house. In the 2015 CVT Survey, the majority (85.2%) of enterprises not 

involved in CVT indicated that the main reason for this is the fact that the 

competences of their employees match their needs. Additionally, 70.4% of them 

focused on recruiting people that already had the needed skills. According to this 

survey, the smaller the enterprise the higher the likelihood of the lack of training – 

almost 2/3 of small enterprises did not provide training, among medium-sized 

enterprises this figure was around 1/3, while for large companies only 14.4% 

(Statistics Poland, 2017). 

Taking the above into account, one could state that on average, Polish 

employers are not very interested in training their staff outside of mandatory 

courses (e.g. occupational health and safety and fire prevention training). They are 

                                                 
(15) Statistics Poland estimated that currently over 2.5 million Polish citizens are abroad 

due to economic reasons. This trend of economic migration started after joining the 

European Union and remains strong.  

(16) Source: Eurostat: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database [trng_lfse_01] [access: 

23.07.2019]. More information can be found on the Eurydice website: 

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/adult-education-and-

training-56_en . 

 

https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/adult-education-and-training-56_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/adult-education-and-training-56_en
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also generally reluctant to become involved in vocational training, which is one of 

the key challenges of VET (Drogosz-Zabłocka and Stasiowski, 2016). According 

to the research, “there is a long tradition of VET in the workplace through 

apprenticeships in the craft sector, but on the other hand, a belief that VET belongs 

to public policy and the private sector has no obligation to participate in it.” (Chłoń-

Domińczak et al., 2018a, p. 6). In this context, it can be assumed that there is little 

interest from the employers to support an apprenticeship spell abroad as a way to 

better qualify their apprentices.  

3.1.4. International qualifications 

There are many international qualifications that can be attained in Poland (e.g. 

seafarers’ training, avionics training). Attaining or being trained for an international 

qualification abroad may sometimes be preferable to doing so in Poland. One 

example is the qualification of 'welder', due to the differences among countries in 

the mode of training in formal education and the high fees of non-formal education 

in Poland. Therefore the opportunity to obtain competences or even an 

international qualification itself may be a factor in the decision to participate in 

mobility, particularly in long-term mobility.  

3.2. School system-related factors 

Apprenticeships in Poland are an integral part of the education system, therefore 

regulations regarding VET and the functioning of schools impact the mobility of 

apprentices. Furthermore, schools are the main organisers of mobilities and thus 

play a key role in the international mobility of apprentices.  

The interest of VET schools in mobility is systematically increasing. VET 

schools constitute the majority of applicants to the Erasmus+ path for the VET 

sector and the number of applications has been systematically growing – from 559 

in 2014 to 996 in 2018 (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Number of all applications in the Erasmus + VET sector (KA1 VET 
learners and staff mobility) 

  
 

Includes applications for both students/recent graduates mobility as well as teachers/trainers mobility 

Source: own elaboration based on the applications results available at erasmusplus.org.pl. 

 

Polish vocational schools are struggling with declining student populations, 

lower interest in VET in comparison to general education, and a negative 

perception of VET. In this context, international mobility may be seen as a good 

way of distinguishing a school from among the others and attracting prospective 

students. It can be used in motivating students e.g. to get better grades and learn 

languages. Teachers and school heads are also aware of numerous benefits to 

their students from participating in mobilities abroad (see more in section 3.3.).  

However, there are also obstacles in organising mobility opportunities abroad, 

which stem from Polish VET system regulations and the functioning of schools 

(e.g. lack of appropriate staff, lack of contacts abroad, the bureaucracy connected 

with organising mobility, etc.). Most of these issues affect short-term and long-term 

mobilities for both apprentices and other students alike. Many of the obstacles can 

be mitigated for short-term mobilities. However, there are factors which are a 

substantial barrier in the case of long-term mobilities. For example: 

(a) School work is traditionally organised on a weekly basis, with the number of 

obligatory hours per subject per week set in regulations (17). The weekly 

number of hours does not have to apply to apprentices, but it shapes the 

overall organisation of school work and it is difficult for schools to use a 

completely different approach for certain groups of students (due to 

institutional issues, the organisation of the work of staff, etc.). This has an 

impact e.g. on the organisation of alternance in the form of days per week. In 

this context, a relatively large general education component in upper 

secondary VET programmes becomes a particularly significant challenge for 

long-term mobility. A long-term absence makes it difficult for a student to catch 

up with the curriculum (Dębowski, Stęchły, 2015) (see more: chapter 4). 

                                                 
(17) Regulation of the Minister of National Education of April 3, 2019 on the teaching plan 

in public schools (Journal of Laws 2019, item 639).  
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(b) Numerous VET schools provide different VET programmes (often both 

vocational upper secondary as well as the first stage sectoral programme) and 

they may tend to use the same organisational approach for cross-country 

mobility in all of them. Students from different programmes (when learning 

similar occupations) are often recruited to participate in the same mobility. 

This means that the organisation of other VET programmes also impacts the 

mobility of apprentices. In the vocational upper secondary programme, the 

VET component and practical training is more limited, students have time 

allocated to traineeships at employers’ premises (from 4 to 12 weeks, 

depending on the occupation) (18). As a consequence, the school will focus 

rather on short-term placements abroad, which are more accessible to all 

students. Furthermore schools often choose to send their best students to go 

abroad (Pachocki, 2018). In such cases, participation of apprentices in 

international mobility may be relatively smaller, due to e.g. the lower number 

of general education classes they are required to take, including foreign 

language classes. 

(c) School is (and feels) responsible for the safety of its students; each group of 

students participating in short-term mobilities is accompanied by a guardian 

or guardians – most often teachers. This creates the need for substitutes and 

can disorganise the work with the students remaining in the country if the 

mobility lasts for longer periods of time. Additionally, finding a teacher (well-

qualified, knowing the foreign language) willing to undertake the role of a 

guardian for over 90 days may be difficult, as schools in general lack VET 

teachers. 

It is also worth noting that from the perspective of the school as the organiser 

of mobility in VET, the current Erasmus Plus regulations may make short-term 

mobilities more favourable financially. For example organisational costs are 

calculated as a lump sum relating to the number of participants, not the length of 

stay – and a longer stay means more involvement on the part of the organiser. This 

impacts not only schools but also intermediary institutions (often contracted by 

schools to support mobility organisation on their behalf), which could influence 

schools’ preferences. Furthermore, even though there is no financial limit for 

applying to VET mobility, the school may want to propose a not too high budgets 

in order to gain a better chance of having their application accepted. This means 

that they rather will organise short-term mobilities for a larger number of students 

than long-term ones for a lower number of participants. 

                                                 
(18) This period can be “used” for the international mobility without the fear of students 

falling behind in general subjects and theoretical vocational training. 
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3.3. Socio-cultural factors  

The socio-cultural dimension plays an important role when analysing factors 

influencing participation in long-term mobility in VET. 

In general, the interviewed key stakeholders and people involved in organising 

international mobilities very positively evaluate the impact and importance of short-

term traineeships. At the same time, they are very sceptical of long-term mobilities, 

stressing that current students (aged 15-18) are too young and not mature enough 

for such an experience. 

It should be kept in mind that in the last three decades, VET schools have 

been struggling with the low interest of youth in the vocational path and with the 

perception of being ‘second choice schools'. The basic vocational programme 

(now replaced by the first stage sectoral programme), which apprentices attend, 

was most affected by this; graduates with higher examination results tend to 

choose different learning options. Furthermore, research shows that the socio-

economic status of parents has a huge impact on the educational choices of their 

children. For example, children whose parents completed higher education very 

rarely choose basic vocational schools (IBE, 2012; Bulkowski, 2019). Numerous 

students in this programme are from socially disadvantaged families and regions. 

A particular group among apprentices are those supported by the Voluntary Labour 

Corps (OHP). This organisation provides education and support to youth at risk of 

early school living or those who have already left the education system (19). 

Box 3. VET students in the most recent study 

Research from 2017-18 shows that the majority of basic vocational students' parents have a 
basic vocational education (67%). 23.3% completed upper secondary/post-secondary education, 
7.4% primary education, while only 2.3% completed higher education. 

Around 2/3 of basic vocational students live in rural regions, and only around 8% in the largest 
cities. 

Source: Bulkowski et al. (2019). 

 

The profile of learners influences international mobilities. Students may lack 

motivation and self-confidence (including e.g. confidence in using a foreign 

language), and fear this kind of new experience. For many VET students, mobility 

may be their first trip abroad and – sometimes – away from home. This is less 

challenging in shorter travels with a group of peers and a teacher, but may 

constitute a significant barrier in relation to a long-term mobility. Financial 

constraints (in cases where not all costs of the mobility are covered by the 

organiser) may also be a factor. Furthermore, from the perspective of parents, 

                                                 
(19) For more, see Chłoń-Domińczak, et al. 2018b.  
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educators and other stakeholders, long-term mobilities may pose more risks 

regarding e.g. student safety and the possibility of failing the school year or a 

vocational exam. 

In this context, a generally positive attitude towards mobilities and seeing them 

as a valuable, equalising opportunity for VET students could be regarded as 

enabling the organisation of traineeships abroad. The persons interviewed who 

work with students identified numerous benefits from participating in mobility, 

pointing first to increased confidence, motivation and broadened horizons, and 

then to improved competences and skills (vocational, social, language). These 

benefits are, however, linked to both short-term and long-term mobilities, while 

constraints and reservations pertain to long-term ones. 
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CHAPTER 4.  
Apprenticeship scheme design and 
apprentices’ mobility in Poland 

 

 

4.1. Apprenticeship governance  

The Ministry of National Education has the key role in strategic decision making 

regarding apprenticeships, as it is responsible for education policies. Because 

apprentices are employees, to whom the Labour Code applies, the role of the 

Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy is also important. Furthermore, craft 

chambers and the Polish Craft Association supervise the training of juvenile 

workers in the crafts trades. 

The training of apprentices is the responsibility of both the employer and the 

school. In practice, however, schools often take the more prominent role in the 

training process/apprenticeship (see e.g. Morysińska et al., 2013). Additionally, 

schools, not employers, organise mobilities and apply for the funds to offer them 

(20). This means that the school has a deciding voice in who will participate in a 

mobility, where and for how long. Small companies, which are most often involved 

in training apprentices, usually do not have the capacity to organise/finance 

traineeships abroad.  

Although chambers of crafts have a traditionally significant role in 

apprenticeship governance, they are not always active in promoting mobility. Some 

Chambers of crafts, as well as the Voluntary Labour Corps branches and several 

other institutions also operate mobility projects for apprentices, but the number of 

their applications is smaller and they usually work together with schools. Thus, in 

practice, the opportunities for juvenile workers who are not enrolled in schools to 

participate in cross-border mobility are limited.  

4.2. Type of contract and status of apprentices 

Apprenticeship is based on a work contract (umowa o pracę) between the learner 

(and his/her legal guardian) and employer. When the theoretical part of the 

                                                 
(20) Employers who are not VET providers are not eligible to apply to the Erasmus+ KA1 

VET learners and staff mobility path. 
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education takes place in a school, arrangements between the school and employer 

regarding the scope and organisation of the training provided by both parties 

constitute an annex to the contract.  

Therefore, an apprentice can have the double legal status of:  

(a) a worker, to whom the Labour Code applies, 

(b) a student, to whom education laws apply. 

As a result, some laws generate obligations on the part of schools (e.g. 

providing the general education component), some on the part of apprentices (e.g. 

working for the amount of time set forth in the contract) and some on the part of 

employers (e.g. paying social and health insurance). These obligations influence 

both short- and long-term mobilities. We discuss the most important ones below. 

4.3. Duration of the apprenticeship and organisation 

of alternance 

Apprenticeship can last up to 36 months – its length usually corresponds to 3 years 

of learning in the first stage sectoral programme. During that time, apprentices 

participate in theoretical and practical vocational training and – when they are 

school students – in general education classes.  

The form of theoretical training and the organisation of alternance are 

specified in the contract regulating the apprenticeship. As already described (see 

1.1), apprentices undertake theoretical education either as a first stage sectoral 

programme student (school system) or in out-of-school forms (through courses 

organised by vocational training centres or schools or with an employer). The form 

in which theoretical education takes place does not differentiate qualifications 

obtained by learners after passing the required exam. 

The organisation of alternance varies. Most often students have some days a 

week dedicated to the workplace and some to school (e.g. 2 days at school 3 days 

at work); the number of work days with an employer may increase in the higher 

grades (e.g. 2 days at work in the first year, 3 days in the second, 4 days in the 

third). Other options are also possible but, to our knowledge, are rarely used (e.g. 

a week of learning at school, a week at the employers'). In general, educational 

regulations do not impose the organisation of alternance in the form of days per 

week (21), this is left to the discretion of the school head. This form, however, is a 

                                                 
(21) The number of obligatory hours per week for different subjects does not apply to 

juvenile workers, only the overall number of hours for the three year period. Source: 
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common practice, linked to the weeks used in structuring schools’ teaching plans 

and being more convenient organisationally for the schools. 

Theoretical vocational training of juvenile workers may also be organised in 

four-week courses provided by vocational training centres (22). This form is most 

often used by juvenile workers who are not enrolled  in first level sectoral schools. 

A student can also be signed up for such a course by the school and this is quite 

common when the same class encompasses students learning different 

occupations.  

Although apprenticeship is of a long enough duration to incorporate long-term 

mobility, the common practice in the organisation of alternance poses a significant 

barrier and is something that has to be worked around. Schools may lack the 

resources and flexibility to resolve such difficulties (e.g. not enough teachers to 

organise additional classes). Juvenile employment with the theoretical training in 

out-of-school forms (without the general education component and with theoretical 

training grouped in 4-week courses) provides more flexibility in this respect (see 

also Dębowski and Stęchły, 2015). 

4.4. Provisions of occupational health, safety, social 

insurance and remuneration 

There are regulations governing the working conditions of apprentices that provide 

them with benefits not available to regular workers. For example, persons under 

the age of 16 cannot work longer than 6 hours per day; older apprentices work a 

maximum of 8 hours per day (including the hours spent on obligatory school 

classes). Apprentices are entitled to a 30-minute break after 4.5 hours of work. 

They cannot work overtime or at night; there are lists of job-related tasks (those 

posing greater risks) that they are not allowed to do. 

An apprentice is entitled to holiday leave (12 days after 6 months; 26 days 

after one year, the employer is required to allow for paid or unpaid leave during 

school breaks/holidays), as well as the portion of health and social insurance 

contributions paid by the employer. 

                                                 
Regulation of the Minister of National Education of April 3, 2019 on the teaching plan in 

public schools (Journal of Laws 2019, item 639). 

(22) This was previously offered by vocational training and development centres (ośrodki 

dokształcania i doskonalenia zawodowego), which are being transformed into vocational 

training centres (centra kształcenia zawodowego) as of September 2019. At the same time, 

schools are gaining the authority to organise theoretical vocational training courses for 

juvenile workers who are out-of-school learners. 
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Employers pay their apprentices salaries. Those, as set in regulations (from 

September 2019), cannot be lower than: 

(a) 5% of the average salary in the first year of training,  

(b) 6% – in the second year,  

(c) 7% – in the last year.  

Employers may be reimbursed for the salary and social security payments of 

the apprentice (within set limits) from the Labour Fund, provided they declare a 

willingness to employ that apprentice for at least 6 months after completion of the 

apprenticeship contract. Additionally, employers can receive co-financing for the 

training period of the apprentice (approximately 1 880 EUR or 2 330 EUR (23) for 

high demand occupations – for 36 months of training, calculated proportionally to 

the training period). This, however, depends on whether the apprentice passes the 

exam for the vocational qualification. Not all employers apply for these funds due 

to the complexity and length of the process (Łopacińska, 2014). 

Provisions on the working conditions of apprentices do not seem to have an 

impact on mobility. Remuneration and social security contributions of employers, 

however may have. The fact that apprenticeship involves low but fixed costs on 

the part of employers and the returns from mobility are also perceived as low may 

act as a barrier in becoming involved in long-term mobilities. Especially when – as 

it was already mentioned – the majority of apprenticeships take place in small and 

medium-sized companies, where resources may be scarce and the work of an 

apprentice has slightly different weight than in larger businesses. One can assume 

that apprentices who want to participate in long-term mobility may take an unpaid 

leave of absence from work. However, as their salary is very low, the employer will 

not find a replacement for them in the same wage bracket.  

Research among employers shows that complex decision making processes 

and various groups of factors are in play when considering the costs and benefits 

of juvenile employment (Morysińska, et al., 2013; Drogosz-Zabłocka and 

Stasiowski, 2016). Among the identified benefits of apprenticeships for employers 

(see Table 1) were, e.g. ensuring the possibility of employing a well-qualified 

worker in the future, the employer’s satisfaction in seeing his/her progress as a 

result of the training, as well as sharing one’s knowledge and skills with youth in 

need. 

Therefore, we can assume that a similar variety of issues are taken into 

account by employers in their decision to support the mobility of apprentices in 

particular. Some employers may look favourably on shorter mobilities as a way of 

gaining an employee with additional competences at little cost on their part or as a 

                                                 
(23) As of September 2019. 
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good opportunity for a young person and his/her development. However this most 

likely relates to short-term mobilities.  

 

Table 1. Employers’ costs and benefits of offering juvenile employment 

costs benefits 

• salaries for juvenile workers, the people 

responsible for teaching them in the 

workplace and the people involved in 

various aspects of organising 

apprenticeships; 

• cost of social and health insurance 

contributions for juvenile workers; 

• cost of work clothes; 

• cost of used or destroyed materials and 

depreciation of tools; 

• payment for the obligatory medical 

examination; 

• cost of additional training (mainly work 

safety courses); 

• non-economic costs connected with the 

care of youth. 

• the limited costs of gaining additional 

workers for a period of training, and 

qualified workers in the further part of 

training; 

• training a future workforce in accordance 

with the specific needs of the employer; 

ensuring well trained employees for the 

future; 

• securing additional funds from the state 

through the reimbursement of expenses 

relating to the employment of an 

apprentice; 

• gaining a positive image in the community; 

• personal satisfaction from seeing training 

progress and sharing one’s skills; 

• contributing to a more competent and self-

reliant workforce; 

• supporting youth. 

Source: own elaboration based on Drogosz-Zabłocka and Stasiowski (2016). 

4.5. Curriculum and validation 

Apprenticeships can be based either on the core curricula for vocational education 

developed by the Ministry of National Education, or the journeyman’s examination 

standards for specific occupations developed by the Polish Craft Association. 

Furthermore, as all vocational upper secondary programmes combine general and 

vocational education (24), apprentices who are students in the first stage sectoral 

programme are also obliged to learn general education subjects based on the 

ministerial curriculum for general education. 

                                                 
(24) The share of hours of vocational and general subjects depends on the type of 

programme. The share of general education is higher (around 2/3 of teaching hours) in 

vocational upper secondary programmes, while in the first stage sectoral programme, 

general education constitutes slightly less than 50% of the teaching hours. 
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Box 4. Occupations that can be attained through VET  

There are two groups of occupations that can be learned through apprenticeships: 

1. Occupations included in the classification of occupations for VET (taught in VET schools), in 

which training is based on the core curricula for vocational education developed by the Ministry of 

National Education. To obtain a qualification in such an occupation, the apprentice has to pass the 

state vocational examination. 

2. Occupations from outside the classification of occupations for VET – developed and taught in 

the craft, in which training is based on the journeyman’s examination standards for specific 

occupations developed by the Polish Craft Association. To obtain a qualification in such an 

occupation, the apprentice has to pass the journeyman’s examination. 

Around 60 occupations can be attained either through the craft system or first stage sectoral 

programmes (previously basic vocational programmes), which makes them a shared responsibility 

of the Polish Craft Association and the Ministry of National Education. This means that there are 

different paths of learning available for these occupations; their learners can take either vocational 

examinations or journeyman’s examinations. 

Source: own elaboration based on legal acts. 

 

The curricula for VET and general education as well as the journeyman’s 

examination standards are based on the learning outcomes approach, which is an 

important enabler in the context of mobility. However, differences in occupations 

and learning processes in various countries have to be taken into account.  

An important challenge – in relation to apprentices who are school students – 

relates to the fact that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to match the required 

general education subjects during a mobility abroad. Therefore, after returning, 

learners are expected to catch up with the general education curriculum, with the 

organisation of school work on a weekly basis limiting other possible 

arrangements. Since schools are often limited in organising additional lessons for 

students, the shorter the stay abroad, the fewer problems one has after the mobility 

period ends to catch up with missed lessons. This factor may significantly 

contribute to the low interest in organising and participating in long-term mobilities.  

As to the vocational part of the training – it consists of both a theoretical and 

a practical part. In accordance with a recent change to the Education Law Act, 

practical training can be organised abroad based on international agreements and 

within EU programmes. This provides the legal basis to regard traineeships abroad 

as fulfilling the required practical training (which was also occurring prior to this 

change, but it was based on the decision of the school head). As the share of 

practical training in the first stage sectoral programme cannot be less than 60% of 

the hours allocated for vocational training, it seems that this could easily allow for 

involvement in a long-term mobility.  
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Box 5.  Instruments facilitating mobility in Poland 

There are several EU instruments facilitating mobility in Poland, namely Europass Mobility and the 
European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET).  

Europass Mobility has been issued in Poland since 2005. There is a notable increase in 
interest in this document. Data from 2014 show that 15 100 people received their copy, which was 
a 40% increase in comparison to the previous year.  

The ECVET system – including ECVET points – is not implemented in the Polish law. 
However, its principles are embedded in VET: the core curriculum for vocational education is 
written in the language of learning outcomes (knowledge, skills and social competences). Learning 
outcomes are grouped in units which reflect specific professional tasks. Verification criteria were 
put in place in 2019. The vocational diploma consists of a school completion certificate and 
vocational qualifications, which can be attained by passing exams (see: Dębowski and Stęchły, 
2015).  

The number of mobility projects using ECVET is increasing. However, even if the project does 
not explicitly mention ECVET, most of them use learning outcomes, units of learning outcomes, 
Memoranda of Understanding and Learning Agreements. 

Source: www.frse.org.pl/program/europass/ [access: 30.07.2019], Dębowski and Stęchły (2015), FRSE 
(2016). 

 

From the perspective of vocational training the key issue in long-term mobility 

is obtaining a formal qualification. In order to do so at the end of the apprenticeship, 

an apprentice takes the state vocational examination or journeyman’s examination 

(25). The exams have both a theoretical and practical part, thus both parts of the 

training are crucial for the apprentice and no exemptions due to a mobility are 

possible. And while a positive exam result is important for students, their parents 

and school, it may also be important for the employer who applies to receive co-

financing for the costs of teaching the apprentice. The concern relating to passing 

exams may be a limiting factor for participation in long-term mobility. 

                                                 
(25) As of September 2019, VET school students are required to take an exam in order to 

receive the school leaving certificate. 

http://www.frse.org.pl/program/europass/
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CHAPTER 5.  
Conclusions 

 

 

The cross-country mobility of VET upper secondary level learners, including 

apprentices, is well perceived and increasingly popular in Poland. The number of 

applications to the Erasmus Plus programme has been systematically growing, 

and there is space for a further increase of the number of youth taking part in VET 

placements abroad. However, this refers primarily to short-term mobility. Long-

term mobility is very rare (around 0.5% of all mobility schemes), and to our 

knowledge, its main participants are recent graduates. 

Numerous factors may be relevant for understanding the current lack of the 

participation of apprentices (and to some extent VET students in general) in Poland 

in long-term international mobility. Features of the apprenticeship schemes are of 

key importance in this regard. Additionally, different external factors were identified 

(see Figure 7) – those relating to the broadly understood labour market, socio-

cultural factors and issues connected with the functioning of the (VET) schools 

(which are broader than apprenticeship schemes).  

Figure 7.  Key factors influencing the (long-term) mobility of apprentices 

 
Source: own elaboration. 

 

The most important barriers stem from the apprenticeship scheme and the 

organisation of VET schools: 

(a) Although the duration of apprenticeship and practical training allow for long-

term mobility, the most common organisation of alternance – with some days 

per week dedicated to the workplace and some to school – constitutes a 
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significant barrier. In this context, a huge challenge is related to the general 

education component in the first stage sectoral programme attended by most 

of the apprentices, which is difficult or impossible to match during the stay 

abroad. Juvenile employment with the theoretical training in out-of-school 

forms provides more flexibility in this respect, but it is less common. 

Furthermore, it is the school that most often organises mobility, thus mobility 

opportunities for learners in the out-of-school system are limited. 

(b) Some constraints affecting other VET programmes impact the involvement of 

apprentices in long-term mobility, as schools may tend to use the same 

organisational approach for all students, regardless if they are apprentices or 

not.  

(c) As students obtain a vocational qualification only after passing the relevant 

exam and a mobility period does not merit an exemption from this, the concern 

for passing this exam could be a limiting factor when it comes to long-term 

mobility on the part of apprentices, their parents and the school, as well as on 

the part of employers who want to receive co-financing of the costs incurred 

to train apprentices.  

(d) Responsibility of the school for a student is also an important issue – in the 

case of short-term travel abroad, a group of students is accompanied by a 

teacher; this, however, is much more difficult to arrange for long-term 

traineeships. 

Furthermore, some aspects of the socio-economical context act as barriers, 

the most important being: 

(a) The good situation of workers in the labour market and low unemployment 

rates may negatively influence the attitudes of both employers (who need 

employees and may fear that a student will not return after a traineeship 

abroad) and apprentices (who may prefer to start a job) towards long-term 

mobility. 

(b) The characteristics of employers who provide practical training of apprentices 

– mainly SMEs from the craft, for whom the work of an apprentice has a 

different weight than in larger businesses. SMEs in general are also usually 

less involved in the training of their employees. 

(c) The profile of apprentices – young learners, who may lack self-confidence and 

fear new experiences, may be more inclined to participate in short-term 

mobilities in a group of peers with a teacher. 

Some factors may be viewed as enablers of long-term mobility (e.g. length of 

apprenticeship, use of the learning outcomes approach, interest and positive 

attitude towards mobility), but they are not able to mitigate the barriers. 
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In the context of the presented barriers the most feasible target group for long-

term mobilities in VET are recent graduates, who in fact participated in the majority 

of the long-term traineeships abroad that have already taken place. However, most 

schools do not organise such projects – their priority is the mobility of their 

students. Generally, schools lack the time and resources to organise long-term 

traineeships for graduates as well as students, especially in the context of the good 

economic situation, which encourages graduates to seek employment instead of 

further learning.  

We may be caught in a vicious circle – schools lacking experience with long-

term mobility may be less inclined to undertake such projects. Those who have 

returned from vocational practice abroad and share their experiences play an 

important role in overcoming students’ apprehensions about mobility. However, 

since there are so few students involved in long-term mobility, there are hardly any 

peers who can convince young people to participate.  
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List of abbreviations 
 

 

CVET continuing vocational education and training 

CVT Survey Continuing Vocational Training Survey 

ECVET European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training 

ESF European Social Fund 

ESL early school leaving 

FRSE 
Fundacja Rozwoju Systemu Edukacji [Foundation for the 
Development of the Education System] 

ISCED The International Standard Classification of Education 

OHP Ochotnicze Hufce Pracy [Voluntary Labour Corps] 

PARP 
Polska Agencja Rozwoju Przedsiębiorczości [Polish Agency for 
Enterprise Development] 

PO WER 
Program Operacyjny Wiedza Edukacja Rozwój [Operational 
Programme Knowledge Education Development] 

SME 
Small and medium-sized enterprise (micro, small and medium. 
enterprise) 

VET vocational education and training 

ZRP Związek Rzemiosła Polskiego [Polish Craft Association] 
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