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Introduction 

The Copenhagen Process outlines the course of joint action on Vocational Education and 
Training, VET, in support of reaching the objectives of the Lisbon Treaty. Stemming from 
the Copenhagen Declaration, ratified in 2002, the Copenhagen Process concerns itself 
mainly with strategies on improving the performance, quality and attractiveness of 
European VET. The progress of the process is assessed and revised every two years. In 
the harmonization this context, it must be of highest priority to adapt VET to the needs and 
interests of the students. In this document the Organizing Bureau of European School 
Student Unions OBESSU takes a stand on the course of European VET systems as it 
evolves in accordance with the Copenhagen Process.   

 

Background  

As the Lisbon Strategy was launched in 2000, European decision-makers came to 
recognize the potential of education and training in achieving the objectives set in Lisbon. 
Vocational Education and Training was given a crucial focus, as the Copenhagen 
Declaration on the harmonization of European VET systems was ratified in 2002 by thirty-
one Member States representatives and the European Commission. The Copenhagen 
Declaration followed a preceding initiative on joint action within VET, formed in 2001 when 
the Directors-General in charge of VET in the EU Member States met in Bruges. The 
initiative on VET was to function analogously to the Bologna Process on higher education, 
established in 1999.   

The Copenhagen Declaration stresses the need of harmonization of the European VET 
systems, with special focus on joint action on common European measures for quality and 
transparency in VET. These priorities play out mainly in the call for common principles for 
certification and validation of non- and informal learning. On an over-all scale, the priorities 
of the Copenhagen Declaration reflect a strive towards a strengthening of the European 
dimension at all levels of VET and facilitating a common European labour market.  

The Communiqués 

Up till now, three revising stages have taken place since the ratification of the 
Copenhagen Declaration, documented in three Communiqués: Maastricht (2004), Helsinki 
(2006) and Bordeaux (2008). Over this time, the process has come to involve not only the 
European Commission and the EU Member States, but also the EFTA/EEA and candidate 
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countries along with the European Social partners. The original areas of focus, as settled 
in the Copenhagen Declaration, have been modified and further developed in tune with 
shifts in social and economical climate. The Maastricht Communiqué marks a greater 
emphasis on policies on national level, while in Helsinki the priorities were structured in 
more exact fields of focus with clear targets. The Bordeaux Communiqué reinforces four 
areas of focus: 

- implementing the tools and schemes for promoting cooperation in the field of VET at 
national and European level 

- heightening the quality and attractiveness of VET systems 

- improving the links between VET and the labour market 

- strengthening European cooperation arrangements   

 

A school student perspective 

OBESSU welcomes the EU's attention to VET, as this field of education and training has 
been more or less overshadowed by academic general secondary education in recent 
years. It is still noticeable that VET is often given a low priority on both European and 
national level. Thus, the stakes of the Copenhagen Process have been raised high.    

OBESSU sees great potential in approaching VET from a social perspective. The joint 
European initiatives in the inclusion of social partners, strengthening of career guidance, 
enforcing the training of teachers and trainers and expanding peer learning suggest action 
for a tight-knit social security network in VET. OBESSU believes that viewing VET as a 
whole as opposed to merely an institution producing workforce is the very key to success 
in this regard. As learners, we are exited to see the outcomes-to-be of the EU work on 
validation of non-formal and in-formal learning and building learning-conductive 
environments and facilities.  

The social role of VET 

Trough prejudices and bad or lack of counseling, students that are labelled as low-
achievers get pushed in to VET. This makes VET look like an education for less competent 
students, an incorrect notion of VET, especially since OBESSU believes that there are no 
low-achievers, only narrow conceptions of learning and knowledge. Students with 
academically educated parents tend to end up entering academic education, while 
students with working-class backgrounds are often pushed into VET, without making a 
free, informed  choice. As a following result, VET is part of the social reproductive function 
of education. This is a backward-striving trend that has to be broken.   

The first thing to make sure in regard to inclusiveness of VET is that the students, when 
entering VET, make an informed and fair decision. It is contra-productive to make efforts in 
strengthening the quality of VET if the students have been pushed into VET without further 
reflection on interests and skills.   

VET, the private sector and the labour market 
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However, OBESSU sees a problem in the fact that the framework of Copenhagen process 
is limited to the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy, undermining or even leaving out aspects 
of VET that indeed are crucial to a learner-perspective. One of the main issues addressed 
by the Copenhagen Process in relation to this is the funding of VET and relating VET to 
the labour market. OBESSU sees an urgent need of boosting governmental investment in 
VET. Throughout the Copenhagen Process, also private investment in VET is promoted. 
External funding should, however, never be directly directed to individual VET schools, but 
into a common purse managed by public authorities which in turn are responsible for 
dispatching the finances equitably. This way VET systems can remain economically 
independent from the private sector and its interests. The link between the labour market 
and VET has to be strengthened, but on the conditions that employer representatives are 
consulted as external experts and always together with students, employee and teachers 
representatives. 

The provision of VET must be based on a problem-solving approach to education. In the 
first place, one should use the principles of field-orientation rather than task-orientation. 
This will improve the students' understanding of the vocational field they have, or are 
about to choose. Letting the students try out, and get a taste of the whole area of the 
specific field of vocation is a precondition for students not to be forced into a narrow area 
of employment, witch would limit their chances to develop further skills and capacities 
within different professional fields. Furthermore, providers of VET must not squeeze 
educational programs to fit as short a time-period as possible for the sake of efficiency. 
Rather, VET students shall be given the opportunity to develop skills over a period of at 
least three years of education and training. A degree in VET should entitle the student to 
access both academic and vocational third-level education and must not be regarded less 
worth than a degree in academic secondary education. It should also be possible to 
pursue a degree in both VET and academic secondary education regardless of which of 
the two orientations the student opts for in the first place. 

It is important to keep in mind the fact that too big changes in the VET curriculums over a 
short period of time will jeopardize the employability fore freshly educated youths. Major 
changes in knowledge and skills acquired in VET must evolve steadily over time to avoid 
situations where VET students having graduated with only a few years interval are 
equipped with entirely different sets of knowledge and skills.  

Quality in VET 

Quality assurance in VET preconditions first of all competent teachers and trainers, as is 
pointed out in all stages of the Copenhagen Process. The education of VET teachers must 
provide the prospective teacher with both pedagogical education and professional 
vocational training. The education of the trainers should provide the prospective trainers 
with both pedagogical and practical skills to train an apprentice. In order to continually 
update skills according to changes in the labour market, teachers and trainers must be 
provided with continuous re-training in accordance with the principles of life-long learning.  

Quality assurance in VET is also dependent on the quality of the equipment and facilities 
used. There is an urgent need of learning-conductive facilities and equipment in VET. VET 
students must be able to conduct their studies in an environment that is up to date with the 
labour marked, both regarding facilities and equipment. It is embarrassing to see that 
European, national and local authorities believe they are providing sufficient training  when 
you take a look at some of the facilities and equipment students have to put up with and 
try to learn something by. Moreover, the right for students to conduct their studies in a safe 
environment must be guaranteed.  
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 Sufficient counseling and guidance services are inevitable for guaranteeing quality VET. 
This applies to guidance services both for students who are faced with the choice to enter 
either academic or vocational secondary education, as well as students who are already in 
VET. Student counseling services must make sure that VET is never labelled as an 
education into which leftovers of students applying for academia are pushed, and so 
create an inferior understanding of VET.  

Guidance services must be focused on the wishes and abilities of each individual student. 
Student counseling must be used as a tool to overcome stereotypes in choice of 
professional path, such as dominance of a single sex in certain fields of VET. 

Apprenticeships 

Every VET student has the right to a paid apprenticeship during his or her studies.  

The student must be supported by the school when looking for a suitable apprenticeship.  

In cases of students conducting their apprenticeships within enterprises, the apprentice 
must never be exploited as cheap workforce, but be given tasks that develop his or her 
professional skills and elevate his or her capacity to perform them.The prospective 
apprentice must be informed of his or her rights at the working place and know whom to 
turn to in case these rights are violated. The student must be involved in the process of 
planning the apprenticeship and be guaranteed a contract which legally binds the 
employer to fulfill the set terms. A safety-system has to be built, involving both the 
apprentice and representatives from both the workplace and the school. There must be a 
continuous dialogue and monitoring process between the three parts throughout the 
apprenticeship. Other types of apprenticeships must also be made available, such as 
student-run projects supported by the school. 

It is a major concern that VET students that go abroad outside the EU do not have the 
same network, safety and trust in the mobility system as the other students have. As a 
student one should have the same possibility to benefit from the exchange no matter 
which country you choose. This is what international mobility is.  

 

Key policy areas: what do we call for?  

The social role of VET 

- governmental funding to be available for every VET student in the form of study grants or 
other benefits  

- guaranteeing adequate, free-of-charge student health care for every VET student 

- improved student counseling for the transition from primary school to VET and from VET 
to higher education or employment- breaking gender stereotypes; promoting gender 
balance in educational paths 

VET, the labour market and the private sector  

- VET to remain publicly funded and financially independent from the private sector 
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- VET to approach the labour market as external expertise, preventing VET to become 
overtaken by employers 

- abolishing any kind of fees for VET students  

Quality in VET 

- continuous up-dating of the facilities and equipment used in VET, according to 

the development of the labour market 

- continuous re-education and further training for teachers and trainers, 

according to the shifts in the labour market 

- a strengthened role of language learning 

- teaching group sizes to meet the educational and social needs for each individual 
student 

- combating tendencies to merge educational units into huge VET complexes 

Apprenticeships 

- guaranteeing apprenticeships for all VET students, corresponding to the choice of 
professional path of the students  

- making apprentices aware of their rights at the workplace  

- promoting constant dialogue between the apprentice, the school and the workplace 

- preventing apprentices being exploited as cheap workforce at the workplace 

 

Conclusion 

In a time of societal transformation affecting education, Vocational Education and Training 
must remain a democratically and publicly run system. VET is and must remain a space 
where needs and interests of different learners are met with professionalism. OBESSU 
believes in a VET system that is accessible for all and completely free of fees of any kind 
and urges decision-makers throughout Europe to promote a VET system based on the 
values outlined in this paper. 


