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Abstract

The following paper discusses the chances of a middle-range theory for VET. Existing theories are
either not well known or are based on a weak conceptual foundation.

There is a mainly German tradition in defining, conceptualising and implementing VET as a theory. In
the first part, we reconstruct this theoretically in the field of educational science-based approaches that
emerged at the beginning of the 20th century. Since the late 1960s and 1970s, social science research
flourished in this field, but marginalised the conceptual basis of Bildung and Beruf. This move was
accompanied by an interdisciplinary expansion, but also by fatigue in the definition of central concepts
of VET. This has also jeopardised the coherence of a VET research approach. However, we see an
opportunity in the further development of a theory of VET that is not primarily rooted in one discipline,
but still focuses on an educational perspective.

Berufsbildung braucht eine Theorie mittlerer Reichweite — eine explorative
Perspektive. Geschichte, Schwierigkeiten und Wege hinsichtlich der Ent-
wicklung einer theorie-basierten Berufsbildungsforschung.

Im folgenden Beitrag werden die Chancen einer Theorie mittlerer Reichweite fir die Berufsbildung
diskutiert. Die heutige Berufsbhildungsforschung stiitzt sich kaum oder nur ansatzweise auf theoretische
Grundlagen.

Es gibt allerdings eine hauptsachlich in Deutschland beheimatete Tradition, Berufsbildung als Theorie
zu definieren, zu konzeptualisieren und umzusetzen. In einem ersten Teil rekonstruieren wir diese im
erziehungswissenschaftlichen Bereich angesiedelte Perspektive, die zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts
entfaltet wurde. In den spaten 1960er und 1970er Jahren marginalisierte ein sozialwissenschaftlicher
Forschungsansatz diese Theorien, die auf Bildung und Beruf beruhten. Damit einher ging eine
interdisziplindre Ausweitung, aber auch eine Ermidung hinsichtlich einer Reaktualisierung zentraler
Konzepte der Berufsbildung, welche auch die Kohéarenz eines Berufsbildungsforschungsansatzes in
Frage stellte. Wir sehen jedoch eine Chance darin, eine Berufshildungstheorie weiterzuentwickeln, die
nicht in erster Linie in einer Disziplin verwurzelt ist, aber dennoch auf eine padagogische Perspektive
sich ausrichtet.

Keywords: VET research, Bildung, Beruf, middle range theory, explanatory perspective
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1 Introduction

Does Vocational Education and Training (VET) need a theory? The question may come as a
surprise, given that the current climate in social science research is more oriented towards
conducting research on concrete and specific aspects, and less towards defining a broad
theoretical orientation. The emphasis seems to be on research-based knowledge and on results,
even on specific evidence, but not on theories. One could say that the time of grand theories is
over (see also Buichter 2019). However, it would be naive to believe that research works without
reference to theory. Every research activity is inscribed in a specific theoretical perspective that
guides and influences the elicited results and findings.

Sharing this concern, there are also some authors who argue for the urgency of renewing the
theory of VET in these times (see e.g. McGrath et al. 2022). From their point of view, it is
particularly important to say precisely what kind of theory constitutes the background of any
given research on VET. However, it quickly becomes clear that there is no single, widely shared
theoretical approach in this domain. Today researchers from various academic disciplines
(education science, sociology, economics, political sciences, psychology, etc.) are active in this
field and approach VET from their disciplinary backgrounds.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of such a composite panorama of disciplinary-based
research with various theoretical references? Should VET regain a sound and specific theo-
retical basis as a common ground? And how should this be done?

In what follows, we will attempt to answer these questions, firstly, based on a historical recon-
struction of probably one of the earliest theorisations in the field and, secondly, by paving the
way for a new VET theory, which would meet the current requirements of theory-building. It
is important to note at the outset that the answers to these questions are contestable. Many
researchers believe that a theory of VET would not be necessary and even impossible to define
due to the very composite nature of the subject. Others consider the various but unconnected
disciplinary approaches as an advantage. In the “Dictionary of Vocational and Commercial
Education” (W0rterbuch der Berufs- und Wirtschaftspadagogik), 2nd edition, there is only one
article about “theories of vocational education and training”. The author states, that “if it is at
all justifiable” to establish a theory of VET, one “should think of educational theoretical foun-
dations” as developed in the beginning of 20" century in Germany (Heid 2006, 462). Only a
few areas, such as vocational socialisation research and vocational teaching and learning, have
reached in his eyes today a “noteworthy degree of maturity in theoretical development” (ibid.,
462). Also, other handbooks, like the Handbook of Technical and Vocational Education and
Training Research, do not problematise in depth the issue of theorisation of VET. In its appen-
dix a keyword “theory of VET” is lacking. Instead, it lists a variety of research areas. In the
preface the editors speak of many “insights”, but not of “theory” or “theoretical approaches”.
Nevertheless, they state that the presentation of “VVET research with all its domains™ serves as
a tool and makes it possible to distinguish the field from other research disciplines (Rauner/
Maclean 2008, 9).
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Clearly, in a field where each approach is limited to specific disciplinary questions and research
methods, the current situation bears the risk of knowledge fragmentation. Meanwhile some
researchers struggle to develop a broader interdisciplinary view, others feel comfortable in their
disciplinary homes without a strong VET-specific theoretical core.

On the basis of a historical reconstruction, focusing on the rise of VET theory in Germany, we
will reconstruct the formation of a theory, based in education. This brings us back to the con-
cepts of “Bildung” and “Beruf ”, which recontextualised and adapted to the contemporary con-
text, could still provide the basis for a theorisation of VET. But this concept, linked to a peda-
gogical approach to VET and based on a mainly philosophical background, wouldn't be able to
meet the broader demands of the field today. In the second part of our contribution, we therefore
will explore an approach, which takes the originally pedagogical perspective into account but
also integrates the multiple perspectives (political, economic, sociological, psychological), that
characterise the field of VET research today.

The aim of our contribution is nevertheless modest. On the one hand, we would like to (re-
)launch the debate and set out a number of assumptions on which a future theory could be built,
as well as the expectations that we can formulate in relation to it. On the other hand, we would
like to sketch a theoretical model which could be — in dialogue with the scientific community
of VET research — developed further.

2 The rise of the German theory of Bildung for VET

The starting point of our reflections will be historical. In particular, we will show how the
beginnings of a theorisation of VET can be traced back to debates on school and apprenticeship
reform around 1900. In Germany, this theorisation was largely built around the concepts of
“Beruf” and “Bildung” and the role they had to play within education. Therefore, a more ped-
agogical grounding is the starting point for VET theorisation. However, this first attempt of a
theoretical foundation of VET has lost importance over the decades as the field has opened to
other disciplines. The desire to accompany VET with the development of an appropriate theo-
retical framework was replaced by more pragmatic concerns about more specified aspects, with
the emergence of terms such as ‘key qualifications’, ‘competence’ or ‘skills’, which marginal-
ised and even replaced the terms ‘Bildung’ and ‘Beruf’. Since the 1970s, these terms have
proliferated, aiming to overcome classical notions of Bildung and Beruf by introducing new
concepts such as ‘competence development’ or ‘competence maturation’ (see Arnold 2012).
These new approaches also reflect a gradual shift away from a comprehensive theoretical base.
Sometimes authors claim a paradigm shift, e.g., from Bildung to competences, which also
implies a different approach to research (Eder 2021).
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2.1 The premises of a theorisation of the field: the reflections on the reform of
traditional apprenticeship

The beginnings of a theorisation of VET can be traced to the decades around 1900 and beyond,
when processes of reform of schools and apprenticeships were initiated in most Western coun-
tries. The debates about the need to reform this institution of guild origin laid the foundations
for a conceptualisation of the field.

Indeed, these debates will define the object of VET and distinguish it from simple on-the-job
training and, at the same time, from older institutions such as primary and general education.
They will also identify the driving forces behind VET, which are based on economic, social
and educational aims. Of particular interest is the debate in Germany which, among other
things, led to the emergence of what has been called the ‘dual model of VET’ since the 1960s
and which, as will be shown, developed around the notions of ‘Bildung und Beruf’.

The emergence of a theory of VET is closely linked to a discourse that problematised the work-
ing conditions of young workers and apprentices. In 1875, the German Association for Social
Policy (“Verein fiir Socialpolitik™) published 16 reviews and reports on the situation of appren-
tices and on ways of reforming vocational education. This association of economists, which
still exists today, advocated free trade and an education system that emphasised a high level of
qualification for workers, fair pay and an increase in the quality of products (Brentano 1875,
124). The documented discussions and perspectives show that the so-called ‘social question’
(“soziale Frage”) was at the forefront of defining a new way of training apprentices. The aim
was to strengthen the role of the apprentice in the modern factory. Lujo Brentano, one of the
leading figures of this association, was also part of the current of ‘cathedersocialists’
(“Kathedersozialisten™), so called because of their academic proximity to reformist, but not
revolutionary, social democracy. He argued against Adam Smith’s critique of apprenticeship
that the vocational training system should not be dismantled, but renewed, by complementing,
rather than replacing, the exclusive learning in the company with education in schools. The
versatility of workers should be increased, as even sensible factory owners would emphasise.
In such a combined system the apprentice would ‘really learn’ (ibid., 68). This socially moti-
vated basis for vocational training was expanded in the following years to include a political
dimension.

Georg Kerschensteiner, the prominent school reformer and internationally known activist for
vocational education, also referred to Brentano, but also to Otto von Bismarck and the ‘social
question’, in his award-winning book “Civic Education of German Youth” (Staatsbirgerliche
Erziehung der deutschen Jugend), published in 1901. The political integration of young work-
ers and apprentices should be a task that schools should be aware of, he argued in his first
publication on vocational education, which was followed by many more and more refined pub-
lications and books. He is now regarded as one of the founders of German vocational education
theory. Kerschensteiner’s influence, or traces of his thinking, can still be seen today in voca-
tional education, learning field theory and the practical orientation of schools (see Sloane
2022).
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The freedoms and rights granted to the people, such as universal suffrage, freedom of the press,
freedom of marriage and freedom of trade, went hand in hand, he argued, with an increased
need for education (Kerschensteiner 1966[1901], 7). Education through work based on voca-
tions was, in his view, the central answer for young people (especially from the working class)
to integrate into society. Therefore, it was urgent to develop in them the feeling of being “an
active member of the whole and to stimulate them to develop character and more knowledge
in a later stage of life (ibid., 84).

Kerschensteiner tackled the existing German continuation schools after compulsory schooling
(“Fortbildungsschulen”) as a lever for the integration of German youth. In order to make these
schools attractive to young people, but also to legitimise further investments in education (for
the public funding of such schools), he vocationalised (“verberuflichte™) this type of school in
theory and practice in Munich (Gonon 1992). The entire vocational education system, i.e. the
arts and crafts and industrial schools as well as the trade associations, should develop a “com-
mon spirit” (Kerschensteiner 1914, 151) and thus be able to educate citizens who, through their
work, contribute to the well-being of the “politic body” (ibid., 153).

The first idea is to adapt young people to society. For this, they should also receive “Bildung”,
but not in the Humboldtian sense, based on a mainly humanistic culture, but on a specific form
of “character formation” (“Charakterbildung”) oriented towards work. Bildung should begin
with manual activity, which later leads to a broader knowledge and personality. Moreover, this
kind of education is bound up in a national consensus and enables not only the worker but all
members of society to be part of a community (“Gemeinschaft”). In several of his writings
Kerschensteiner emphasises this expression “Bildung of character”, which includes psycholog-
ical dimensions such as will, judgement and sensitivity. A quotation underlines this “spirit” for
the whole educational system, which he develops in his book “The Unitary German School
System” (Das einheitliche deutsche Schulsystem):

what civic awareness (“Geist der Staatsgesinnung”) is, is the will, strengthened by insight
and habit, to contribute to the welfare of not only individual social classes, but of all classes
without exception, to cooperate in the development of a moral community ... and to do so
in the place where vocation, inclination and fate have placed the individual. (Kerschen-
steiner 1922, 119).

In another publication, “The Notion of Character and Character Education” (Charakterbegriff
und Charaktererziehung), he states that strong character is built through work and work com-
munities (Kerschensteiner 1929). For Kerschensteiner, vocational work, especially in schools,
is “the most appropriate means of civic education” (Gonon 2009, 76). Out of this process or act
of education, the task and calling of the teacher and instructor can also be defined as a social
form of life and work (Kerschensteiner 1949, 155). Kerschensteiner’s concern was not primar-
ily to provide the economy with efficient workers, but to focus on the whole person (Kerschen-
steiner 1966 [1928], 149). The vocational school should be aware of two principles: not only
to impart knowledge, but also to introduce practical skills and working methods; and secondly,
not to isolate itself, but to integrate the vocational school into the life of the working community

GONON/BONOLI (2023) bwp@ Spezial 19 5



of which the individual learner should later become a member (ibid., 148). He also advocates
the perspective of an educational pathway to higher education (ibid., 160).

In a way, it is not surprising that the development of German VET theory has been channeled
into educational theory and in relation to the public education system. Beruf and Bildung, but
also the organisation of learning and teaching in vocational education, are the main pillars of
such a philosophically based approach. The two last books of Kerschensteiner's intensive pub-
lishing activity, which were not as influential as his earlier books, are a theory of Bildung (The-
orie der Bildung) and a theory of organisation of Bildung (Theorie der Bildungsorganisation)
(Kerschensteiner 1926, Kerschensteiner 1933). What is surprising to a modern reader today is
that there is no notion of a dual apprenticeship system or a deeper analysis of workplace
learning in relation to vocational schools. Instead, as Diane Simons rightly points out, the focus
is on school and compulsory further education for all German young people (Simons 1966,
136). The main task of his last publication, according to the preface, is how the idea of Bildung
can be realised in a limited time and in given structures. The definition of organising principles,
which are aware of sociological and organisational problems, must be taken into account for
the whole educational system, thus all educational institutions are or should not be too special-
istic schools but rather “general vocational schools” (“allgemein bildende Berufsschule[n]”)
(Kerschensteiner 1933, 185). In addition to Kerschensteiner, other pedagogues such as Aloys
Fischer, Eduard Spranger and later Theodor Litt were involved in reflecting on and legitimising
vocational education, as the first handbook for vocational schools (Handbuch fir das Berufs-
und Fachschulwesen) published at the end of the 1920s shows, which also dealt with the ethics
and sociology of Beruf (Fischer 1929) and the characteristic of Bildung torn between general
and vocational education (Spranger 1929). This handbook, edited by Alfred Kiihne, the minis-
terial director in the Prussian Ministry of Trade and Commerce, shows the intertwining of
education with the different types of (vocational) schools. In his introductory chapter, Kiihne
himself outlines the rise of a ‘new education (“neue Bildung”), which included the further
development and integration of vocational schools into the education system, as well as a closer
link between school and work, in order to allow the professional and political ideal of education
to blossom in young people (Kihne 1929, 25).

The German discourse about extending Bildung by integrating vocational aspects as well as the
school reform of Kerschensteiner, i.e., the Munich model of vocational schools, was also
noticed in the US. Kerschensteiner’s Three Lectures on Vocational Education. Delivered in
America under the Auspices of the National Society for the Promotion of Industrial Education
(Kerschensteiner 1911), found a broad audience. However, the prominent school reformer and
philosopher of education, John Dewey, with whom Kerschensteiner had several exchanges and
even a personal meeting in New York in 1911, was skeptical about specific (and separated)
schools for future workers and opposed such endeavours in the US.

For Dewey, the orientation towards vocations and industry should make school life more
directly meaningful, and more connected to out-of-school experiences (Dewey 1997). In his
seminal book Democracy and Education, Dewey, as in other publications, warns that voca-
tional-technical education, as put forward in Germany, is too narrow and amounts to adapting
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to the industrial regime (Dewey [1913] 1944, 102). Thus, social differences are perpetuated.
Vocational education and subjects should not be taught in separate schools, but should be inte-
grated into mainstream schools, aiming at transforming economy and society. This transform-
ative view implies an ethical understanding, which is the basis for a politically and institution-
ally defined democracy (Oelkers 2009).

Kerschensteiner’s view, however, was focused on the German nation, which should also in-
clude the working-class. His specific concept of education was derived from the German
classics and the social policies of his time. In particular, it was Goethe’s figure of the craftsman
as the core personality of work-based performance (Kerschensteiner 1910). Learning through
craftsmanship and manual work was to be transferred to big industry, but also to the educational
system. Goethe’s own life and Friedrich Schiller’s concept of aesthetic education should be
models for learning in and out of school.

Eduard Spranger’s main contribution was the further development of Georg Kerschensteiner’s
ideas on vocational schools and to transfer or enlarge his own concept of Beruf and Bildung.
Spranger coined the expression “thinking hand” (“denkende Hand”) which should be the basis
of VET (Spranger 1952). The vocational schools should be centered around vocations. The
peasant, the artisan and the trader are in his view the three basic figures, not just as workers,
but also as learners. VET therefore has to be based on such a kind of learning, which paves the
way for Bildung and according to Spranger to a “higher self” (“hoheres Selbst”) (see Gonon
2022).

All in all, the first generation of VET theory in Germany relied very much upon idealistic
prerequisites, based on German classics like Goethe and Schiller. Furthermore, a discovery but
also critical reassessment of Wilhelm von Humboldt was the specific achievement of Eduard
Spranger (Spranger 1908). Bildung is not just introduced as a concept for universities or as an
individual affair for a small elite, but as a core element that defines education and an education
system. It is especially a second publication on Humboldt, which headed towards a ‘realistic
Bildung’, that aimed at “humanising’ the existing education system (Spranger 1910, viii).

The aim of reflections and thinking of the reformers was to justify the expansion of a vocational
education system and to increase the appreciation of vocational education in economy, society
and science.

If we summarise the theoretical framework of the classical period in Germany we can put Beruf
and Bildung in the center (see Figure 1). The concept is based on specific issues as they emerged
in the political, economic, social and educational debate: national education (1), the willingness
to integrate and control lower classes (2), the role or situatedness of practical or specific edu-
cation and general education (3) and the will to provide a qualified workforce in order to
improve production (4).
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Figure 1: Beruf and Bildung as core of the classic VET theory

2.2 The attempt to modernise VET and VET theory

The theory of Bildung, including a vocational perspective, was already controversial before the
Second World War. Anna Siemsen criticised the romantic notion of Beruf, which did not cor-
respond to industrial reality (1926, 162 ff.). Another German philosopher and educationalist,
Theodor Litt, also made a fundamental critique of such a foundation of VET theory. At the time
of the reconstruction of West Germany, he also emphasised the importance of ignoring the
technological basis and the development of industry and society, which endangered the theo-
retical foundations of the classics (Litt 1955). This aspect was reinforced in the early 1960s by
educationalists and sociologists such as Karl Abraham (1957) and Heinrich Abel (1963). These
authors pointed with urgency to industrial-technological development, to training in enterprises
and to interactions within enterprises, which could no longer be neglected or ignored. In short,
a renewal of VET and VET theory was at stake. Between the publication of two VET hand-
books, one by Fritz Blattner and colleagues in the early 1960s (Bléattner et al. 1960) and the
other by Udo Miillges (including two volumes) in 1979, a shift towards a sociologically based
perspective can be observed (Millges 1979). Another approach was to adopt a political science
perspective, as shown by Claus Offe’s pioneering study (Offe 1975).

On the one hand, the pivotal role played by the notion of Bildung was weakened, and on the
other hand, there has been a spread over several disciplines in the sense that more and more
disciplines have become interested in VET and have begun to study it. Both phenomena have
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had the effect of relativising the centrality of the educational approach centred on the notion of
Bildung, and of spreading research in this field to many other scientific disciplines, with refer-
ence to specific theorisations.

Another more general trend in the 1960s within education, which affected educational science
as a whole, was the claim for a more realistic turn (“realistische Wendung”), as announced by
Heinrich Roth’s Inaugural Lecture at the University of Gottingen. He wanted to combine
historical-philosophical reflection with more data-based research on the reality of education
and its optimization in terms of educational policy (Roth 1962). In this respect a more empiri-
cally oriented research and a stronger orientation on the basis of social sciences took place.
Lutz von Werder also postulated a paradigmatical turn toward VET and VET theory as “social
science” (Werder 1976, 324).

New theory in Germany should be furthermore critical and not affirmative towards existing
VET, as several authors argued. Karlwilhelm Stratmann criticized the authoritarian character
of the master-apprentice-relationship, which leads to a permanent crisis of VET practice but
also theory. He called for comprehensive reforms of the VET system in Germany (Stratmann
1967). Wolfgang Lempert focused on the lacking democratic and participative character in
firms and focused in later studies on researching morality in the context of work-based training
(Lempert 1971). From an international comparative perspective, Wolf-Dietrich Greinert
analyzed the role of the dual apprenticeship system in Germany critically (e.g. Greinert 1993).
All forementioned plead for an approach

vocational education. Around this discourse and the newly established schools at upper
secondary level (“Kollegschulen) with a programme of integration of general and vocational
knowledge based on Blankertz’s concept, the expression “Bildung im Medium des Berufs”
(“education through vocation”) was coined. Blankertz combined the classical ideas of Beruf
and Bildung (inspired mainly by Kerschensteiner and Spranger) with a critical approach to
society (as promoted by Jirgen Habermas and others) (Blankertz 1963). Such a theory of VET
was quite normative and promoted an approach that integrated VET at the institutional towards
VET which aimed at modernization of VET and VET theory and included an emancipatory
perspective, as it was also seen in the writings of the Frankfurt School (Gonon 1997).

Probably the most influential contributor to a renewed theory of VET, however, was Herwig
Blankertz. He renewed the classical approach to Bildung, including level into the general and
academic education system (Blankertz 1983). The opposite position was taken by Heinrich
Abel, who in the early 1960s argued for sociology as the new guide for VET and VET research
(Gonon et al. 2010, 435 f). These reflections are still echoing today like in the position recently
taken by Felix Rauner, who defined occupation and vocational science as the core of VET
theory. The background is an empirical research programme with an interdisciplinary set of
methods, which is organised around the criterion of “practical plausibility” (Rauner 2005, 14
f.). In addition to this approach, a psychological and didactic perspective has developed as a
field of research that is very close to educational psychology and, later, to skills research, which
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has gained a certain presence in the German VET research landscape (Achtenhagen/Patzold
2010).

The presented concepts and debates so far are located mainly in university and pedagogy. It
has to be noticed, that the emergence of a pedagogical subdiscipline in the 1960s alongside the
establishment of a teacher training for vocational schools on a higher education level — the
German Association of Educational Research, Division VVocational Education (BWP - “Sektion
Berufs- und Wirtschaftspadagogik der DGFE”) — boosted the debate and research for VET. A
further element of expanding VET research was the rise of several new founded research
institutions and supporting structures for VET, like the Federal Institute for VVocational Educa-
tion and Training (Bundesinstitut fur Berufsbildung, short BIBB — founded in 1970) and the
CEDEFOP (European Center for the Development of VET founded in 1975) which started to
do research in this field.

What can be observed is, that an original theoretical basis, which was the mark of the rising
VET theory at the beginning of the 20" Century lost its coherence, when expanding during the
next decades. Under the roof of educational science, which integrates itself several disciplinary
perspectives, VET research and VET theory got more fragmented. A decisive element was also
the “realistic turn” and the expansion of social sciences which also affected pedagogy but also
other disciplines (see Gonon 1997). A consequence was the interdisciplinarity of VET research.
Thus, a broader range of approaches, like history with a social focus, history of ideas, qualita-
tive studies and also quantitative studies with an economic or sociological background, gained
ground.

2.3 The post-68- debates: sociology of industry, key qualifications, competences and
governance

A new and realistic approach to the economy and society also meant taking account of indus-
trial and technological developments. In the 1970s, the role of the dual apprenticeship system
was at the centre of a conceptualisation of VET. In addition, new concepts such as key qualifi-
cations, competence, standards and quality became more attractive. Nevertheless, the debate
about the role of Beruf and the form in which VET should be organised and positioned, i.e. the
perspectives of the dual apprenticeship system, remained important issues (see e.g., Kutscha
1992, 1992a). However, the concept of Bildung, or vocationally based Bildung faded. Task-
oriented qualifications and vocational competence (“berufliche Handlungskompetenz’’) came
to the fore. This development was linked to the opening and broadening of research perspec-
tives in VET. Industrial sociology, economy of education, psychological approaches brought
in new concepts that seemed more applicable to empirical research. Political science also
discovered VET and developed an international comparative approach.

In 1974 Dieter Mertens, the first director of the 1967 founded and still today very influential
Institute for Employment Research (“Institut fiir Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung”, short
IAB) launched a debate in proposing a new concept which he called “key qualifications”
(“Schliisselqualifikationen’) (Mertens 1974). He forwarded this concept as well as in his words
a renewed or renewed idea of Bildung for the world of work. Key qualifications should adapt
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to the industrial development and technological change. The task for VET and the educational
system was to guarantee the transferability of the learned knowledge, skills and attitudes.

In his seminal article “Bildung versus qualification” (“Bildung oder Qualifikation?”’) Jochen
Kade tried to merge these concepts in proposing “to direct both terms towards a universal
understanding of work (Kade 1983).

The approach discussed fitted in well with the longer established research on qualifications,
established by industrial sociology. Education, and in particular VET, had to adapt to industrial
development and technological change, which were still based on VET and even a re-profes-
sionalisation of industrial tasks, which seemed to be threatened by Taylorist rationalisation
(Kern/Schumann 1984).

Besides this (key-)qualification approach also the competence term, more precisely labelled as
“professional action competence” (“berufliche Handlungskompetenz”) gained ground in the
conceptualisation of theory and empirical research (Patzold 2006).

A further boost for the establishment of a competence-based approach was given by the inter-
national comparative studies on the abilities of young people who have accomplished compul-
sory education. Since the 1990s a wide range of conceptual variations on competences as well
as a lot of attempts to make vocational competences measurable have been established (e.g.,
Munz et al. 2012, Seeber/Nickolaus 2010).

In recent years, another strand has emerged, namely theories with a governance focus on VET
in the context of comparative research on varieties of welfare states and capitalisms. Political
science has also introduced somewhat different concepts such as skill formation, which are
strongly linked to nation-specific political-economic systems (see e.g., Busemeyer/Trampusch
2012).

All in all, we can observe related to VET theory a development of opening and narrowing at
the same time. This development is also reflected in newer handbooks on VET and recently re-
edited and improved editions of former publications, which lack a specific theoretical section.
Instead, one finds topics upon VET on a macro-, meso- and micro-level and articles about
research methods, The Handbook of Vocational Education and Training Research (Rauner/
Grollmann 2018), also published in slightly different version in English (Rauner/Maclean
2008), focuses exclusively, as it is announced in the title, on research but not on conceptual or
theoretical foundations. The recently reedited Handbook VET (“Handbuch Berufsbildung ) as
well is arranged around topics like structures, learning, competences, didactics, learning sites,
and the professionalization of instructors and teachers, at least complemented by a chapter
about internationalization and another about history of VET in Germany (Arnold et al. 2020).

This downsizing of theory based on Bildung and Beruf has several reasons. First of all, a cri-
tique of the classics of VET led to a marginalization of Kerschensteiner and others. They were
seen as outdated, but also since the 1960s as politically suspicious since most of them and their
successors in this tradition behaved in the context of the German eventful history opportunistic
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and adapted to the political situation of their times or even were staunch supporters of the Nazi-
regime (see Kipp/Muller-Kipp 1994).

A more external development was the steady change and transformation of the economy which
led away from its industrial core to the service industry. The classic form of Beruf eroded,
which led also to a dissolution of vocational pedagogical thinking (Lisop/Schliter 2009).

Another aspect is fatigue with the paradigm clashes between critical and so-called ‘positivist’
approaches that dominated the German VET debate in the 1960s and 1970s. Younger genera-
tions of VET researchers adhere to a more pragmatic and interdisciplinary approach to research,
sometimes at the expense of a theoretical foundation. On the one hand, with the marginalisation
of the classics, the educational science perspective in the early 1970s lost its common theoret-
ical horizon; on the other hand, the interdisciplinary opening led to an expansion of questions
within educational science as well as to an expansion of disciplinary actors interested in VET
research. Under these circumstances, a solid theoretical base did not seem to be an urgent task.

3 Insearch of a (re-)new(-ed) VET theory

In this section we argue that a VET theory approach is needed to improve VET research and
strengthen the visibility in practice and policy of VET. A theoretical approach, which finds
resonance in the research community and in the field of VET, helps to explain phenomena
concerning VET. VET research today can be described as an assemblage of several projects
with hardly any correspondence to institutional structures. The main results today in VET
research are produced in different disciplinary frames, e.g. educational science, sociology,
economics, psychology, political sciences, which cannot be easily combined in order to get a
largely shared knowledge on VET (see also Harney 2020, 644 ff.). Furthermore, there is also a
certain blindness to a comprehensive theory of VET. The overall concept of VET, which was
clearly a pedagogically defined project, has faded. We are witnessing the emergence of a frag-
mented field of research, with different theoretical approaches, often not centred on VET, but
simply considering it as a case.

In this situation, the question is whether the originally educationally based VET theory should
stress the disciplinary roots integrating the new concepts and new approaches or if VET theory
should emerge out of a shared practice of topics, concepts, analytical frameworks and methods,
giving up its educational roots. Both paths are worth exploring and are probably not contra-
dictory.

We will stress a perspective which can somehow integrate disciplinary approaches and revalue
explicitly the pedagogically based perspective on VET. This includes the idea of a theory of
middle range. A middle-range theory is characterised by three aspects: a set of relatively simple
ideas as an analytical framework, secondly core criteria designed to specific aspects of social
reality and thirdly a program of explanation (Mackert/Steinbicker 2013).

In his critique on Talcott Parsons’ overall system functionalism, Robert K. Merton developed
the project of a middle range theory to abandon a “grand” theory, which was in his eyes not
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very fruitful. He also opposed a data gathering approach without any theoretical foundations
(Merton 1957). Merton’s hope was to develop a more general theory for sociology from such
a foundation in a second step, but this was never realised (see Esser 2002, 146). One or more
middle-range theories, also in the tradition of Max Weber, would precisely meet the expecta-
tions of generating new knowledge and explanations through an approach that includes
elements of empirical research (Seifert 2016).

A middle range theory for VET starts with clarifying the object we are dealing with: What is
VET (and what is not)? What are its objectives? What factors influence its functioning? Then,
it is necessary to specify what we expect from a theoretical approach to VET. Such an approach
could be described as a set of assumptions, arguments, values, methodological procedures and
rules that would form the basis for explaining the practices of VET systems in general. A theory
is thus a common reference that allows participants in a scientific community to start their
research with a common background, to avoid misunderstandings and to provide more than just
a description of a phenomenon. A shared theoretical approach should make it easier to get to
the core issues of VET research and to ensure that the results are widely shared. It is, of course,
an approach that needs to be regularly questioned and possibly modified to avoid getting stuck
in only one possible perspective.

4 A middle-range theory for VET: analytical framework and categories
aiming at an explanatory perspective of VET

Our attempt to renew the classical conception of VET by enlarging it in a multidimensional
perspective is presented in Figure 2.

Educa- VET Social

L LEL

T (Bildung aims

& Beruf)

Economic
aims

Fig 2: Revised and broadened theoretical approach to VET, based on aims and on
interdisciplinary perspectives
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The first difficulty to clarify a theoretical basis is to define the contours of the object of our
interest. The concept of VET is characterised by many different meanings, multiple uses and
applications in different countries. The international definitions that currently exist, such as the
one proposed by CEDEFOP?, provide an initial basis for ensuring that we are talking about the
same thing. But such definitions are often very general and over-emphasise the dimension of
qualification for the world of work. Referring to the reflections on the concepts of Bildung and
Beruf presented earlier, we propose a broader definition of VET as the learning of an occupa-
tion or profession, understood not only as the acquisition of technical-practical skills, but also
as personal development and socio-professional integration. This definition preserves the spec-
ificities of the concepts of Beruf and Bildung, while recontextualising them in a more open
theoretical framework, allowing the integration of other disciplinary perspectives and going
beyond the German pedagogical tradition.

The second difficulty is to situate such vocational learning within an institutional order that
makes it possible. A framework in which different actors interact to ensure the conditions for
learning, be it the state, companies, trainees etc. These interactions will result in compromises
in legal or regulatory provisions that guarantee a specific form of learning. This second step
extends the traditional pedagogical approach by including the institutional and systemic dimen-
sions of VET, which have developed significantly in recent decades (see Busemeyer/Tram-
pusch 2012, Thelen 2004). In this respect, we advocate an institutionalist-systemic and gov-
ernance-oriented dimension integrated in our theoretical approach of VET.

The third difficulty is to identify and reformulate the general aims of VET as embedded in VET
systems at the international level. Three main purposes or aims can be identified, which have
developed historically, influencing each other (see Bonoli/Gonon 2022):

(1) Economic aims include a wide range of purposes: improving competitiveness and/or
providing enterprises with a skilled workforce and thus supporting economic growth.

(2) Educational aims cover among other things safeguarding and supplementing the basic
knowledge of compulsory education, furthermore civic education and the promotion of
vocational knowledge and skills and encouraging and providing access to higher levels
of learning and training.

(3) Social policy aims comprise inter alia the integration into the labour market and society,
including disadvantaged groups thereby contributing to the reduction of social inequal-
ities.

These aims are not stable concepts but often in flux and contested by several actors. The process

of coordination and justification itself is one of the constitutive elements of building and
reforming VET systems (see Bonoli/Vorpe 2022).

1 VET is defined as “education and training aimed at providing people with the knowledge, know-how, skills
and/or competences required in particular occupations or more broadly in the labour market” (CEDEFOP
2017).
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This perspective allows us to describe different modes of learning an occupation and the spec-
ificities of different VET systems, furthermore, to note the institutional particularities, to high-
light the emphasis of a variety of aims, and to underline how the balance between acquisition
of technical-practical skills, personal development and socio-professional integration can be
achieved differently.

At this level, we have already fulfilled some of the requirements for a middle range theory: we
have a set of basic concepts that enable us to describe the field, we have an analytical frame-
work that helps us to relate these concepts to each other, and we have a basis for explaining the
choices and differences that designate the systems at an international level on the basis of
different institutional settings.

The next difficulty is to integrate the many disciplinary perspectives (political science, peda-
gogy, sociology, economics, psychology) that characterise the field of VET today. These
disciplinary contributions must be considered. They are a very important source of knowledge
for VET. The challenge is however to move from an interdisciplinary but fragmented perspec-
tive to a multidimensional perspective in which these different disciplinary approaches are
integrated as analytical perspectives in a unified model. In other words, we propose an
approach anchored in a common theoretical base, around the notion of VET, which contributes
in broadening the theoretical scope.

This theoretical approach, which integrates different (originally disciplinary) dimensions, com-
pletes our middle range theory. It offers a strong analytical and explanatory bridge, which can
be based on work already done in other disciplines, but at the same time offers a coherent
integration of this work, avoiding the risk of fragmentation.

5 Conclusion

We can see that the attempts to develop a coherent theory of VET were in a way successful for
the legitimation and the rise of the German VET system. The programmatic was education
beyond narrow vocational qualification. At the same time, it was about reforming the school
system and vocational training. It was the pedagogically based philosophers with a humanistic
approach, named “Geisteswissenschaften”, who developed this theory and could also anchor it
in higher education and teacher training. After being established and the turn towards social
sciences in the 1960s the cultural pedagogical approach or this humanities’ paradigm lost its
powerful role.

The turn in the 1960s broadened the research focus and the disciplinary background of the
researchers. Not a great aspiration anymore, but small projects and special foci were on the
foreground. Theory was in the background of such studies. As we have shown, the interdisci-
plinary approach has its advantages but also its pitfalls. VET as a specific topic is going to be
blurred. Diverse disciplinary approaches restrict and fragmentise research and a common
understanding. As well the pedagogical questions seem to disappear (Munk 2012). That is why
a new attempt is needed, to bundle research and theoretical approaches with a focus on VET,
as a system but also as a specific kind of learning. A VET-specific theoretical aspiration, not
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as a grand theory but as a middle-range approach, would help to clarify notions and the research
itself in aiming at developing further an explanatory perspective.

The number of studies in VET has risen, as also the German and international journals in the
field of VET reveal. As well the demand for VET research from politics and practice is given
and there are enough researchers motivated to do this research. The task of developing a new
VET theory is to find a way to establish a shared concept of research beyond the disciplinary
boundaries.
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