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Abstract 

In Europe, there is an ongoing debate on how best to educate and train young people for 

working life. Different vocational education and training (VET) systems exist, which vary in 
their aims, organisation and content. In Switzerland, like in other German-speaking count-

ries, the “dual” form of vocational education and training, also known as “apprenticeship 
system”, is the predominant form of VET. This paper aims to give an overview on the organi-

sation of the Swiss VET system, highlighting its main characteristics, recent developments 
and challenges for future developments. 
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1. The Swiss Educational System 

Switzerland, a Confederation of 26 cantons, is small country of 7.5 million residents. It is 

situated in the centre of Europe with borders to Germany (north), France (west), Italy (south) 
and Austria and Lichtenstein (east). Switzerland's four official languages, spoken in three dis-

tinctive regions of the country, are German (64%), French (20%), Italian (7%) and Rumantsch 
(<1%), leaving 9% of the population using other than one of the Swiss national languages as 

first language (Lüdi & Werrlen, 2005). Seventeen cantons use German as official language; 
four use French and only one Italian. Three cantons are bilingual (German, French) and one is 

trilingual (German, Italian, Rumantsch). Due to large immigration and strict naturalisation 
procedures, about one in five residents has a nationality other than Swiss, the largest groups 

being Italian, Serbian, Portuguese, German, Turkish, Macedonian and Spanish (Federal Office 
for Migration, 2008).  

In the educational field, the 26 cantons of the Swiss Confederation have great legislative 
power. Preschool, primary and lower secondary education (years -2 to 9, 9 years of schooling 

are compulsory) are essentially under cantonal jurisdiction. Post-compulsory upper secondary 
as well as tertiary education and training is regulated jointly at the federal and cantonal levels. 

In the year 2006, the Swiss educational system accommodated 950,000 pupils at preschool 
and compulsory levels, 326,000 students at upper secondary and 215,000 at tertiary level. All 

in all, the Swiss educational system is small but rather complex; amongst others reasons be-
cause of its high degree of organisational decentralisation, based on the principles of subsid-

iarity and direct democracy, which allows citizens to directly participate in the legislation 
process (Seitz, Metzger, & Kobler, 2005)3.  

The Swiss educational system is highly differentiated and selective. Tracking starts at an early 
stage: At the end of primary school (year 4, 5 or 6, ISCED 1), in most cantons students are 

channelled into two to four different lower secondary school sections/tracks with so-called 
“basic” or “expanded” curricula and intellectual requirements (ISCED 2, years 7 to 9; ages 

13/14 to 15/16). While the allocation of students to one of the different tracks is based on stu-
dents’ prior achievement and learning potential, research has shown considerable influence of 

gender, cultural and family background on the assigned type of track (Kronig, 2007). 

Upper secondary education and training educational programmes (years 10 to 12/13; ages 16 

to 18 plus) are very heterogeneous (see figure 1). Roughly these can be distinguished between 

                                            
3
  Switzerland is one of the few countries which do not have a national ministry of education. 
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vocational education and training programmes, which last between two and four years 

(ISCED 3A, 3B, 3C), and upper secondary general education programmes (academic matura 
schools, ISCED 3A; and specialized middle schools, ISCED 3B). Access to upper secondary 

programs is based on schooling results in lower secondary, on individual choice as well as on 
opportunities and restrictions in the (apprenticeship) market. Again, options and chances to 

enter upper secondary general and VET programmes vary according to prior school experi-
ence, gender, social origin, and migrant background, which narrow the possibilities to freely 

choose a specific program (Hupka, Sacchi, & Stalder, 2006).  

Figure 1 Overview of the Swiss educational system 

 

Source: OPET 2008 

About 65% of all young people enrol in a VET programme; five out of six of them do an ap-
prenticeship and only one out of six is in a full-time vocational school (OPET, 2008). About 

25% of the adolescents follow upper secondary general education. The majority of them are 
enrolled in academic matura schools (Bertschy, Böni, & Meyer, 2007, Federal Statistical Of-
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fice, on-line4). Overall upper secondary completion rate is relatively high in Switzerland, hav-

ing reached a peak of roughly 90% at the beginning of the 2000s (cf. Stalder, Meyer, & 
Hupka-Brunner, 2008). After a slight decrease between the years 2000 and 2004, upper sec-

ondary completion rate is on the increase again (Federal Statistical Office, on-line5).  

Situated between lower and upper secondary are the “courses to bridge gaps in training”. 

They comprise all kinds of short educational programmes and transitional solutions, which do 
not directly lead to upper secondary certification but rather aim to improve students’ chances 

to enter such programmes. Research shows that “bridge courses” serve other functions than 
just improving insufficient student achievement (Meyer, 2003b). The number of students in 

such courses has increased and continues to do so at times when apprenticeship places are 
short and mismatched with demand (Dubs, 2006). Aiming at leading all young people to up-

per secondary certification (EDK/BBT, 2000), implementing and extending bridge courses is 
one of the strategies of the Federal and Cantonal governments to cope with restricted oppor-

tunities in the apprenticeship market. 

Young people who have passed the final examination of the academic matura are qualified to 

enter Swiss universities and universities of applied science
6
; in most cases no entrance test is 

required. Apprentices, having successfully completed their apprenticeship, are awarded a fed-

eral VET diploma or certificate in the occupation they were trained in. It enables them to start 
skilled work and – after some years of work experience - to enter higher vocational training in 

the non-academic branch of tertiary education. Finishing specialized middle schools or voca-
tional education and training in a full-time college is certified with a diploma of the respective 

institution. The vocational matura (also called “professional baccalaureate”, ISCED 3A or 
4A) permits entrance to the universities of applied science or to special programmes, which 

finally allow access to universities. In recent years the proportion of young people obtaining a 
vocational matura diploma has increased considerably. In the year 2008, one out of three 

matura qualifications obtained were vocational matura diploma (Federal Statistical Office, on-
line7).  

                                            
4
  Sekundarstufe II: Übersichtstabellen Sekundarstufe II, Bundesamt fuer Statistik, 27 November 2008,  

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/04/00/blank/uebersicht.html 
5
  Bildungssystem – Indikatoren, Abgeschlossene Ausbildungen auf der Sekundarstufe II, Bundesamt fuer Sta-

tistik, 27 November 2008 
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/02/key/ind5.indicator.51421.514.html?open=1#1 

6
  Some studies at universities of applied science require several months of work practice. 

7
  In detail: 18,093 (acad. matura) vs. 10,883 (voc. matura). Bildungsabschluesse 2008, Bundesamt fuer Stati-

stik, Stand Juni 2009. http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/04/00/blank/uebersicht.html 
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With entry rates of fewer than 40%, tertiary education enrolment in Switzerland is still rela-

tively weak in comparison to other European or OECD countries. Up to now, only about 20% 
of all young people have reached a diploma on ISCED level 5A (universities and universities 

of applied science, universities of teacher education).  

2. Initial vocational education and training in Switzerland  

The overview given above shows clearly that vocational education and training, and specifi-

cally apprenticeship training, is the predominant form of upper secondary education pro-
gramme in Switzerland. This is especially true for the German part of Switzerland, where 

VET programmes as well as the apprenticeship-based, dual form of VET is more common 
than in the French and Italian part of Switzerland. In this section of the paper we will describe 

the Swiss VET system in more detail. We will focus on the apprenticeship system and initial 
vocational education and training at the upper secondary level.  

Apprenticeship training in Switzerland (and more specifically in the German speaking region) 
has a long-standing tradition. Going back to the founding of first trades in medieval times, it 

has been constantly developed and adapted over the centuries (Wettstein, 1987; 1994). First 
cantonal laws on vocational education and training were enacted by the end of the 19th cen-

tury, the first Federal law on Vocational education and training dates from 1930. The present 
form and structuring of the Swiss VET system is very elaborate and the management is com-

plex. 

The apprenticeship system is often called the “dual” VET system, referring to one of its main 

characteristics, that is the two VET-learning places, the training company and the vocational 
school. The organisation of VET in different learning places is one of the main features of 

“dual-corporatistic models of VET”, which can only be found in German speaking regions 
(Gonon, 2002; Greinert, 2004a). According to Greinert this characteristic as well as the spe-

cific roles of the state, the labour market and the social partners, and the specific culture of co-
operation between different VET partners discerns the dual-corporatistic model from the two 

other typical European VET models: the “liberal market economy model”, where the state has 
limited say in VET, and the “state-regulated bureaucratic model”, where the state alone regu-

lates and organises VET (Greinert, 2004a; 2004b; Deissinger, in press). Dual-corporatistic 
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models have a traditional, craft-based background. To date, the principle of ‘occupationality’ 
(Beruflichkeit), ‘vocation’ rsp. ‘occupation’ (Beruf) is still strong (Deissinger, in press), and 
‘occupation’ is both structurally and functionally seen as the decisive characteristic of the 

(German culture) VET systems (see Deissinger’s 1998; in press, Gonon, 2005).   

Apprenticeships and school-based VET programmes 

In Switzerland, specific VET programmes exist in more than 250 different occupations in in-

dustry, trades, commerce, domestic service, and – since recently – in agriculture and the 
health sector. Most of the occupations, however, cover only small numbers of VET places. 

About 20 occupations account for more than 60% of all students enrolled in VET (OPET, 
2008). Figure 2 shows the occupations with highest numbers of students in 2006. Apart from 

the commercial graduates, which are trained in full-time school programmes, all other training 
occupations shown are mainly learned in apprenticeships. 

Apprenticeships can be completed on two different qualification levels: short apprenticeships 
of two years (<5% of all VET programmes in 2006) and 3- or 4-year apprenticeship8. Short 

apprenticeships of two years are intellectually less demanding and addressed to the “more 
practically gifted young people”. Having passed the qualification process at the end of the ap-

prenticeship, apprentices receive a (basic) federal certificate of vocational education and train-
ing. It enables them either to start qualified work or to transfer to a 3- or 4-year apprenticeship 

in the same vocational field, but on a higher level than the short apprenticeship.  

Figure 2 VET programmes with highest numbers of students in 2006 

 
Source: OPET, 2008 

                                            
8
  http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/04/ind4.indicator.40201.402.html?open=1#1 
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3- and 4-year apprenticeships are awarded a federal diploma of vocational education and 

training (also called “federal certificate of vocational education and training”). The respective 
qualification process includes oral, written and practical final exams as well as an individual 

practical assignment in some of the occupations. Young people about to be enrolled in or hav-
ing completed a 3- or 4-year apprenticeship or equivalent school-based VET programme can 

opt for vocational matura qualifications, if their school records allow for it. The vocational 
matura extends general education in VET and can be attained either during apprenticeship or 

in a one-year course at a later stage. It qualifies for higher education and training upon com-
pletion of initial VET. 

VET tasks and partners and venues 

VET tasks are shared among many partners: the Swiss Confederation and the cantons, profes-
sional organisations (employers’ associations) and social partners (trade unions), companies 

and colleges, and finally young people meaning to enter an apprenticeship and their parents.  

The Swiss Confederation is responsible for the strategic management and development of the 

overall VET system on the national level. It is responsible for revisions of the federal law and 
the ordinance of vocational education and training. In addition, the Confederation enacts the 

ordinances in the different training occupations and the respective educational plans, which 
fix the learning and performance goals for the different learning places, the numbers of les-

sons at vocational school, and the qualification procedure to achieve the federal VET certifi-
cate or diploma. Also within the responsibility of the Federations is the recognition of higher 

vocational education and training courses. Modifications of the federal law and ordinance of 
VET as well as changes in the ordinances of the different occupations are - according to the 

understanding of “plural governance” in the Swiss VET system - carried out after extensive 
consultation among the cantons, the professional organisations and the social partners. 

The cantons implement the federal law and ordinances on the cantonal level and thus are re-
sponsible for the supervision of vocational education and training. They coordinate the VET 

activities of all VET partners and offer guidance and support to companies and apprentices. 
The cantons run the vocational schools as well as the training courses for apprenticeship 

trainers and are responsible for the approval of apprenticeship contracts and the organisation 
of the final examinations. Cantonal VET laws and ordinances, which specify those at the na-

tional level, are developed in close cooperation with the other actors in VET. Similarly, all 
major reforms and initiatives are undertaken after consultation and/or in cooperation with the 

VET-partners. The cantons coordinate their activities through intercantonal specialist and co-
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ordination committees of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education9, espe-

cially the Swiss Conference of the VET offices10.  

Professional organisations and social partners are involved in defining aims and contents of 

apprenticeships in new occupations as well as the revision of existing VET ordinances. They 
initiate developments and adaptations of the educational plans in the different occupations and 

in new teaching and training methods. Professional organisations run the cross-company 
courses for apprentices (also called B2B courses or introductory courses) and take an active 

role in the final examinations (qualification process) on behalf of the cantons and the Feder-
ation. 

The three training venues, that is, the companies, the vocational schools and the cross-
company courses are one of the major characteristics of the Swiss dual (or rather triple) VET 

system: In its standard form, apprenticeships combine 3-4 days/week of practical training and 
work in a private or public company with 1-2 days/week of education at the vocational school 

and additional cross-company introductory courses. Apart from this standard form, other or-
ganisational forms have been developed. They include for example a fully school-based first 

year with higher shares of practical training in the next years of the apprenticeship or the 
gradual decrease of college days and lessons over the course of the apprenticeship. In yet an-

other format, training tasks are not restricted to one training company, but rather are jointly 
shared by a network of several companies performing complementary activities. Still, all or-

ganisational forms draw on companies, the vocational schools and the cross-company courses 
as training venues. 

The training companies are responsible for the recruitment and selection of their apprentices 
and for the practical training during the apprenticeship. Selection procedures as well as the 

prioritisation of selection criteria are in the companies’ hands. Most of the companies select 
their apprentices on the basis of an application interview, on the general impression they gain 

during a short training period before the apprenticeship and/or on results of an entry test (Im-
dorf, 2007b; Stalder, 2000). During an apprenticeship the trainer is responsible for ensuring 

that the apprentice learns the skills, which are essential for the specific occupational career. 
As the learner participates in everyday work situations, training is closely linked to real pro-

ducts and work settings of the company. Learning and practicing of skills is done under the 
supervision of the apprenticeship trainer or an experienced worker colleague, which enables 
                                            
9
  http://www.edk.ch/dyn/11553.php 

10
  http://www.sbbk.ch/sbbk/index.php 
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the apprentices to slowly grow from the role of a novice into that of an expert worker. 

Admission requirements for apprenticeship trainers are regulated in the federal ordinance. 
Apprenticeship trainers in companies (vocational trainers) have to be qualified and skilled in 

their occupational field.  They have the specific Federal VET certificate, have been engaged 
in appropriate professional experience for at least two years, and need to acquire pedagogical 

qualifications in specific courses for apprenticeship trainers.   
The apprenticeship trainer and the apprentice regulate their working relationship by an 

apprenticeship contract, which is limited to the years of the training and is signed at the 
beginning of the apprenticeship. It is a specific work contract11 that records the form and 

duration of the apprenticeship, the salary, the working hours and the vacations. The contract 
as well as any changes to it must be approved by the cantonal authorities. It can only be 

terminated prematurely with extra-ordinary reason by the apprentice or the employer. 
Vocational schools, though an important stakeholder in vocational education, are not included 

as contract partner and can but give advice on contract changes or terminations.  

Vocational schools complement and expand the practical training of the companies by 

providing basic theoretical knowledge in the occupational field, general subjects, and physical 
education. The old-established divide between school-based (formal) learning and (informal) 

learning in the company, however, is no longer so clear, as both learning venues address both 
theoretical and practical issues and cooperation between college and company is strengthened. 

Generally, school-based learning in vocational schools has become more important, due to 
rising intellectual demands and demand for theoretical knowledge in many occupations and 

due to the closer link between initial VET and tertiary education (Gonon, 2005). Admission 
requirements for VET teachers are regulated in the federal ordinance. Teachers responsible 

for the occupation-specific subjects hold a degree of higher VET or tertiary education and 
need to have completed some additional pedagogical qualification. Teachers of general 

education courses need to have either a teaching certificate of compulsory school with an 
additional qualification for general education or a teaching certificate of academic high school 

and - in both cases - an additional pedagogical qualification. Persons with a university degree 
can teach general education courses after having completed an additional pedagogical 

qualification. Finally, teachers of vocational matura subjects need to have acquired a teaching 
certificate for the upper secondary level, which includes a subject-related diploma and 

pedagogical education at the tertiary level, and professional experience of six months. 

                                            
11

  Code of Obligation Art. Art. 344 – 446 
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Cross-company introductory courses, which are often given in a regional centre of a profes-

sional organisation, complement both practical and theoretical VET elements. The focus is on 
practical, work-related learning and instruction. It enables apprentices to get acquainted to and 

experiment with more complex tasks without the pressure of “real” everyday production pro-
cesses in the training company. Trainers in cross-company courses need to hold a degree of 

higher vocational education or an equivalent diploma in the field they teach. They have at 
least two years of work experience and are required to have completed a training programme 

for VET professionals. 

Apart from responsibilities in training and education, also expenditure on initial vocational 

training is divided between the VET partners. Companies bear the costs of practical training 
(workplace and supervision), the apprentices' monthly wage (300-1500 CHF), the costs for 

the selection of the apprentices and the contribution to the expense of the introductory cross-
company courses. Apprentices contribute through their productive work in the training com-

pany. The public sector pays for the education in the vocational schools, vocational guidance 
and support as well as the overall management of VET on the national and cantonal level. 

Taking into account the contribution of the companies and the apprentices, it has been shown 
that public authorities bear less than a half, companies about one fourth and apprentices nearly 

one third of the total expenditure (Hanhart & Schulz, 1998). Recent research, while finding 
somewhat different numbers12, nevertheless points out that on the average, gross costs of train-

ing companies are outweighed by productive output on the part of apprentices (Wolter & 
Schweri, 2003). 

 

3. Major reforms of the last two decades 

Swiss educational policy is characterised by a basic need for stability and continuity13. Though 

the Swiss apprenticeship has sometimes been criticised for being outdated, reforms do not aim 
at questioning entirely the VET system but rather try to optimise its existing state (Gonon, 

1997, 2004, 2005; Dubs, 2006; Rauner, 2007).  

                                            
12

   Training costs of firms (2004): CHF 4.7 billion; productive output of apprentices (2004): CHF 5.2 billion: 
public expenditures on basic VET (2005): CHF 3.2 billion, thereof 2.6 billion by the cantons (see OPET, 
2008). 

13
   This characteristic does not seem to be unique but rather common in VET systems. Gonon (2004), Deissinger 

(in press) and Greinert (2004b) find that all VET systems show certain inertia and resistance towards innova-
tion. 
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Access to higher education  

The most important reforms of the early 1990s were the introduction of the vocational matura 

and the decision to convert the higher specialised schools into universities of applied science 
(Gonon, 1994, 2002). By guaranteeing admittance to an institution of higher education, the 

reputation of vocational education and training should be improved and apprenticeships 
should become more attractive again to academically skilled pupils. First reactions of the 

companies had been mixed to positive (BBT, 1998; Martin-Jahncke, 1998; Stalder, 1999). 
More sceptical companies criticised the potential loss of productivity when apprentices do 

their vocational matura in parallel to the apprenticeship and thus are absent from the work-
place more often. The introduction of the vocational matura has nevertheless encouraged 

more diversified pathways after upper secondary education. The numbers of young people 
finishing their VET with the vocational matura is rising constantly. Recently the permeability 

from vocational matura to universities has been further increased by the introduction of an 
annual bridge course, whose successful completion allows holders of a vocational matura to 

enter universities without further restrictions (Grob, Leu, & Kirchhoff, 2007).  

New federal law of vocational education and training  

Reforms of the 2000s until present are heavily influence by the establishment of the new fed-

eral law of vocational education and training, adopted by the parliament in 2002 and in force 
since the beginning of 2004. Apart from university-bound VET (e.g. law, medicine), the new 

federal law regulates all fields of vocational education and training in industry, trades, com-
merce, domestic service, art, social work, and (most recently) in agriculture and the health 

sector. The overall structural reform is accompanied by extensive changes in the organisation 
of the single VET programmes. This is not only true for the health sector, for example, where 

all educational programmes have to be fitted into the logic of the federal law, but also for 
other VET programmes at lower secondary. All ordinances are to be renewed and educational 

plans should be developed, which replace the former curricula in the occupations (BBT, 
2007). The federal VET law places great emphasis on the co-operation between all VET part-

ners. Vocational education and training, according to the first article of the law, is a joint en-
deavour of federal and cantonal authorities and the organisations of the working world, i.e. the 

professional organisations and social partners and other institutions who offer vocational edu-
cation and training. The Swiss VET system should be developed for the benefit of both the 

individual (student or apprentice) and the economy. While individuals should be supported in 
their vocational career, their personal development and their integration into society and the 

working world, the VET system should at the same time support the competitiveness of the 
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companies and the economy as such. The federal law explicitly stresses the importance of es-

tablishing sufficient VET opportunities both for gifted and weaker students, and for promot-
ing equality of educational chances between men and women and in all regions of the coun-

try. Also, the law strives to promote permeability within different VET programmes and be-
tween VET and general education.  

Broadening participation in VET 

Aiming to enlarge the VET offer for academically less gifted and “more practically skilled” 
young people, who would not be able to cope with the demands of 3-4-year apprenticeships, a 

new type of short apprenticeship, which lasts 2 years, has been introduced in the early 2000s. 
This replaces the former elementary VET programme, which is not seen as fulfilling the basic 

needs and interests of employers and young people any more, partly because former element-
ary trainees faced increasingly poor employment prospects (Kammermann, 2008; Lischer, 

2002; Schweri, 2003). While the former elementary VET programmes were strongly indi-
vidualised and special needs-education-oriented apprenticeships, the 2-year apprenticeships 

follow a standardised programme and lead to a basic federal certificate of vocational educa-
tion and training. If successful completion of the 2-year apprenticeship is endangered, young 

people are entitled to receive individual counseling and support (mentoring). At the moment, 
some 30 different occupations are regulated in the form of a 2-year programme and more are 

to come. The long-term success of the 2-year VET programmes, however, their acceptance by 
employers and young people, as well as their capacity to include the weakest students, have 

yet to be shown (Kammermann & Hoffmann, 2008).  

One of the most disputed measures for increasing participation of companies in vocational 

training was, and still is, the introduction of state-governed incentive systems like VET funds 
aimed at distributing vocational expenditure amongst all companies (see Dubs, 2006). Under 

this arrangement companies not participating in VET should have to pay, while companies 
participating will be financially supported. While supporters of such incentive systems are 

convinced of their potential to increase the number of apprenticeship places, opponents stress 
possible negative effects (e.g. companies would train apprentices just for financial reasons, 

while the actual support of the apprentices is neglected). According to the federal VET law, 
the federal government has the power to declare vocational education and training funds to be 

binding on an entire industry. In reality, however, no concrete action will be taken without the 
full support of the professional organisations.  
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According to the “master plan” of the Federal Office for Professional Education and Technol-

ogy (OPET), in the years 2008 to 2011, developments in several areas are pushed forward 
(BBT, 2007):  

- revision of more than 200 VET ordinances (up to 2007, some 50 have been  enacted) 
- ensuring the readiness of companies to participate in apprenticeship training 

- ensuring that all young people reach upper secondary education certification 
- revision of the vocational matura 

- positioning of non-tertiary higher VET (ISCED 5B)  
- development of a coherent financial policy to support VET 

- development of sustainable VET research 

In the centre of these developments - such as the declaration of the master plan - is the overall 

aim to integrate all young people into the world of work and to ensure the supply of a quali-
fied labour force in the future.   

 

4. Persistent challenges 

One of the underlying crucial points dominating the current VET debate and all VET reforms 

is the (mal)functioning of the apprenticeship market, i.e. the subtle relationship between sup-
ply of and demand for apprenticeship places. The situation of the apprenticeship market is in-

fluenced by many different factors, amongst others the overall structural changes and the eco-
nomic situation in the labour market, the readiness of companies to participate in VET, the 

demographic development of school leavers and the interest of highly achieving young people 
to engage in dual VET (Seitz, Metzger, & Kobler, 2005). 

In the mid 1990s, when recession was high and apprenticeship places were short, the Feder-
ation and the Cantons launched specific measures in order to generally increase the number of 

apprenticeship places available14. Although currently the number of places offered and the 
number of apprentices in training is at a high level, the apprenticeship market is far from be-

ing at equilibrium (BBT, 2008, Dubs, 2006, Meyer, in press; Federal Statistical Office, on-
line15). 

                                            
14

  Such as e.g. in 1997 and 2000, when the federal government decided immediate measures concerning the cri-
sis in the apprenticeship market (“Lehrstellenbeschlüsse I und II”) and allocated CHF 160 million to enlarge 
the offer of apprenticeship places. 

15
  Sekundarstufe II: Übersichtstabellen Sekundarstufe II, Bundesamt fuer Statistik, 27 November 2008,  

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/15/04/00/blank/uebersicht.html 
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First, there is still a relative shortage of apprenticeship places in actual numbers, as many 

young people, having been pushed to all kinds of intermediate training and gap years, are 
back on the market again, competing for one of the available training places against other 

school leavers. Latest figures from the OPET show that the number of young people inter-
ested in VET places roughly equals companies’ offers (BBT, 2008). VET specialists, how-

ever, claim that the offer has to exceed the demand by 10-20%, in order to let young people 
have a real choice between different occupations and companies (Zihlmann, 2004). 

Second, there is a mismatch between the training occupations sought and the type of places 
offered. While the number of available apprenticeship places in the industrial and crafts sec-

tors exceeds the demand both of school leavers and the labour market, and many skilled 
workers will never work in the occupation they are trained in, in the service sector, there are 

not enough apprenticeship places offered (BBT, 2007). 

For the coming years, the Swiss Federal Statistical Office predicts a decrease in the numbers 

of school-leavers leading to a certain relaxation in the apprenticeship market. Even so the 
number of young people having great difficulties accessing upper secondary VET program-

mes will not decrease considerably, as intellectual demands of apprenticeships are increas-
ingly high and selection procedures of apprenticeship trainers tend to - a priori - exclude some 

groups of applicants (Imdorf, 2007a, 2007b; Stalder, 2000).  

Generally speaking, the overall development of the Swiss VET system is continuous, but ra-

ther slowly paced. Innovations need their time to be accepted by all VET partners, reforms are 
implemented with great caution and far-reaching changes are not realised easily (see also 

Gonon, 2005). This is, on the one hand, due to the complex VET organisation, and on the 
other hand because of the heavy dependence on the labour market. In order to provide all 

young people with an upper secondary education certificate/diploma, and based on the idea 
that apprenticeships are the best way to provide vocational education and training in Switzer-

land, much effort is placed on the preservation of present and the creation of new apprentice-
ship places. The dual system heavily relies on the readiness of companies to train apprentices: 

companies can not be forced to participate. Thus, as long as the demand for VET places ex-
ceeds the supply, measures and reforms that may be judged as potential burdensome to the 

training company stand little chance, as they seem to threaten the subtle balance in the ap-
prenticeship market. Nevertheless, Switzerland seems to have adopted a greater openness to 

developments abroad Gonon (2004), which amongst other reasons has lead to a “surprisingly 
high level of experimentation and innovations in vocational training” (Gonon, 2004, p. 97).  
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Glossary 

English Deutsch Français 
academic matura schools,  Maturitätsschulen  maturité gymnasiale 
basic theoretical knowledge in 
the occupational field  

Berufskundlicher Unterricht formation spécifique à la 
profession 

“courses to bridge gaps in train-
ing” 

Brückenangebote offres transitoires 

cross-company courses for ap-
prentices (also: B2B courses, in-
troductory courses  

Überbetriebliche Kurse cours interentreprises 

educational plans Bildungspläne plans d'études 
elementary VET programme Anlehre formation élémentaire 
federal law of vocational educa-
tion and training 

Berufsbildungsgesetz loi fédérale sur la formation 
professionnelle 

federal VET certificate Berufsattest attestation fédérale de 
formation professionnelle 

federal VET diploma Eidgenössisches 
Fähigkeitszeugnis 

certificat fédéral de capacité 

general subjects Allgemeinbildender Unterricht 
(ABU) 

formation en culture générale 

higher specialised schools Höhere Fachschulen écoles supérieures 
individual counseling and sup-
port (also: mentoring) 

Fachkundige individuelle 
Begleitung(FIB) 

encadrement individuel  
spécialisé (EIS) 

ordinance of vocational educa-
tion and training 

Berufsbildungsverordnung ordonnance 

organisations of the working 
world  

Organisationen der Arbeit 
(OdA) 

organisations du monde de  
travail 

qualification process Qualifikationsverfahren procédure de qualification 
specialized middle schools Fachmittelschulen écoles d’enseignement général 
Swiss Conference of Cantonal 
Ministers of Education 

Schweizerische Konferenz  
der kantonalen Erziehungsdi-
rektoren (EDK) 

conférence suisse des directeurs 
cantonaux de l'instruction 
publique (CDIP) 

Swiss Conference of the VET 
offices 

Schweizerische 
Berufsbildungsämter-Konferenz 
(SBBK) 

conférence suisse des offices de 
formation professionnelle 
(CSFP) 

training company Lehrbetrieb entreprise d’apprentissage 
universities of applied science Fachhochschulen hautes écoles spécialisées 
vocational matura (also “profes-
sional baccalaureate”) 

Berufsmatur maturité professionnelle 

vocational school Berufsfachschule école professionnelle 
vocational trainers BerufsbildnerInnen formateurs/formatrices en 

entreprises 
 


