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Introduction and background

The topic of ‘pathways’ that make it easier for technical and vocational education and training (TVET) graduates to enter different forms of postsecondary and higher education, has recently been receiving much attention
by policy makers in many countries across the world.
UNESCO is currently conducting a study on this issue
with the view to produce a set of guidelines for policy
makers to support reforms in the articulation of TVET
and higher education. These guidelines, together with an
analytical report, will be published in 2018. The purpose
of this virtual conference was to share experiences
and knowledge of this issue, both for the benefit of
participants, and to provide input into the wider UNESCO
exercise.

Opportunities for further education are vital for TVET
graduates

In the past, few graduates of initial, school-level, vocational
training aspired to further education. But higher-level
qualifications are now a common expectation among
young people, reflecting increased ambitions, labour
market demand for higher level skills and a need to
upskill and reskill throughout life. When academic school
education is seen as the natural route to university, it
is vital to show that TVET programmes can also open a
pathway to lifelong learning, including higher education.

UNESCO is now putting a spotlight on this issue

In response, UNESCO and other international bodies, are
now looking hard at opportunities for further education for
TVET graduates. UNESCO has recommended that “Member
States should develop pathways and facilitate transitions
between secondary, post-secondary and tertiary education
including flexible admission procedures and guidance,
credit accumulation and transfer, bridging programmes and
equivalency schemes that are recognized and accredited by
relevant authorities. TVET institutions, and other education
institutions and authorities, should collaborate for the
implementation of such measures.”1

Effective pathways serve multiple goals

‘Effective pathways’ means that those with TVET
qualifications or practitioner backgrounds should have a
full opportunity to benefit from further, postsecondary
and higher education. This does not mean that those with
TVET backgrounds ‘should’ pursue postsecondary or higher

“Member States should develop
pathways and facilitate transitions
between secondary, post-secondary
and tertiary education including
flexible admission procedures and
guidance, credit accumulation and
transfer, bridging programmes
and equivalency schemes that are
recognized and accredited by relevant
authorities. TVET institutions, and
other education institutions and
authorities, should collaborate for the
implementation of such measures.”

education, but rather that they should face no
unreasonable hindrances if they wish to do so. Effective
pathways serve several policy goals. They:
• increase the attractiveness of initial TVET by meeting
student aspirations, and remove any perception of
TVET tracks as dead-ends;
• help to meet growing economic demands for higher
level skills and qualifications;
• support lifelong learning, so that individuals can
continue to develop knowledge and skills throughout
their adult lives, and economies can adapt the skills of
the workforce in response to technical and economic
change;
• remove artificial barriers, such as requirements to
repeat course material, that increase the costs of
learning and prevent some from realising their full
potential;
• reduce inequality and promote social inclusion and
mobility, by opening up access to further and higher
education to a wider group of people, including the
most disadvantaged.

1 UNESCO. 2015. UNESCO recommendation concerning technical and vocational education and training. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002451/245118M.pdf
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Summary of the discussion

The background note shared with participants before the virtual
conference, and through interventions during the event, questions
were posed to participants about methods of improving pathways
between TVET and higher education. In particular, participants
were asked:
• about what could be done to make learning more
transparent, so that students can understand the pathways
available to them, and institutions can better understand what
TVET graduates already know;
• about what could be done to better prepare TVET students
for lifelong learning, through more focus on transversal skills,
and other preparation to help TVET entrants to succeed in
further and higher education;
• about what could be done to make further learning
accessible, to overcome financial barriers, and have access to
flexible modes of study suitable for adult learners.

Participant responses
National qualifications frameworks (NQFs)

NQFs have been widely seen as a way of improving pathways, as
they allow stakeholders – for example in higher education – to
observe the ‘level’ of attainment realised by a graduate of initial
TVET, facilitating the entrance of that individual into higher
education. Participants from Jamaica, Sri Lanka, the Philippines and
Senegal among others endorsed this viewpoint.
Many participants welcomed the transparency which flows
from NQFs. A participant from the Philippines emphasized the
role of the NQF in making learning outcomes transparent to all
the stakeholders , while from Sri Lanka it was suggested that
the NQF allows students to see that entering TVET includes
the option of subsequent higher education. In the United Arab
Emirates, however, the structure of the NQF apparently leaves
an unfortunately large gulf between academic and vocational
pathways.

Credit recognition systems

A graduate of TVET seeking to enter another education and
training programme will want her or his existing knowledge and
skills to be recognized by the new programme or institution, so that
the graduate does not have to go through the wasteful process of
repeating material or learning what they already know. Participants
described several practical ways in which credit recognition
systems could support this process.
Participants from Canada and Nigeria explained that NQFs need
to be underpinned by credit recognition systems that identify
the knowledge and skills of TVET graduates, and skills learnt
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“It is a quality assured national system
for the development, recognition
and award of qualifications which
will benefit various sectors and
stakeholders to include among others:
lifelong learners needing to pursue higher
education, employer needing specific
training standards needed by the
industries, trainers wished to
move easily and readily between
different education sectors
and labour markets.”
Nehema K. Misola, Philippines
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learning outcomes/statements of

In a Japanese approach, problem-based learning is used
in technical institutes (Kosen) to develop critical-thinking
in the solution of technical problems, supporting the kind
of high level problem-solving skills that will be welcomed
in university settings. From Sri Lanka, it was argued that
Open Educational Resources (OER) can be used creatively
to support soft skills development for TVET students. A
participant from Jamaica argued that TVET qualifications
should be designed to include a wide range of transversal
skills in the learning outcomes, allowing TVET graduates
to handle further educational programmes successfully. A
participant from Ghana argued that while TVET graduates
need academic skills, so also do academically educated
people need an understanding of practical, vocational
challenges. From Australia, we heard about potential
reforms to mandate stronger basic skills components in
initial TVET.

competence, to make it easier for

Careers guidance

in the workplace can be identified precisely and in a
standardized form, that can be recognized in further and
higher education institutions through access and course
exemptions. From Ontario in Canada, and Australia, we
heard about ways of breaking down programmes into
modular learning outcomes, that again can be compared
with subsequent education and training programmes to
support credit recognition. But credit recognition often
runs into obstacles: from both Jamaica and Australia,
it was argued that there is sometimes a disconnect
between competence-based approaches in TVET and the
knowledge-based viewpoint of higher education.

“This speaks to the need to better craft

higher education providers to understand
and recognise the qualities and attributes
of TVET learners. Arguably, qualifications
frameworks help in this process as
they can indicate the level of the
competence and/or outcomes.”
André Diez de Aux, Australia
Participants from South Sudan and Madagascar
emphasized the importance of TVET curricula in facilitating
pathways into higher education. In South Sudan, the aim of
the new curriculum is to remove any perception of TVET as
dead-end, support lifelong learning, and thereby promote
social inclusion, primarily through curricular developments
that emphasize the continuity between TVET qualifications
and further and higher education. Under an Australian
arrangement, within the NQF, specific amounts of
credit recognition are recommended for specific prior
qualifications, including vocational qualifications, although
there are wide variations between institutions in how this
is implemented. A participant from Senegal pointed out
that credit recognition should also include an effective
framework for recognising prior learning, whether that
prior learning takes place through a TVET programme, or in
other less formal ways, including workplace experience.

Inclusion of general skills in initial TVET programmes

Many participants emphasized the importance of ensuring
that initial TVET programmes support the development
of general skills, including basic and soft skills, and the
‘learning how to learn’ skills that support subsequent
lifelong learning. These skills not only support transitions
in the short term, but, as a participant from Nigeria pointed
out, they also help to future-proof TVET graduates in the
face of changing skills demand in the labour market.

For students to navigate pathways, and find their way
between TVET and other educational programmes, they
need the right information and guidance – so a further key
tool in supporting effective pathways is careers guidance
and information.
From Canada, a participant described some of the
challenges faced by careers guidance in supporting TVET
students in their learning career – including tackling
some common prejudices about TVET programmes
and students. A participant from Kenya underlined the
significance of career guidance in Kenyan secondary
schools, ensuring that pupils understand TVET options, and
how they relate to higher education. From Nigeria, there
were proposals, as means of supporting further learning,
for the use of a diverse range of media and information
sources to support students seeking transition. Also from
Nigeria, we heard about how summer work placements
for school pupils are used to develop the practical skills of
even those in academic tracks. From Senegal, it was argued
that, with the aid of an NQF, bridges between vocational
and academic tracks can be mapped out and supported by
careers guidance. But a participant from Australia reported
that a focus on university pathways in careers guidance in
Australian schools means that the pathways from initial
TVET to higher TVET receive inadequate attention.

Lifelong learning

Some participants felt that programmes for adults were
inadequate. A participant from Trinidad and Tobago
emphasized the importance of rethinking initial TVET so
that it is seen as just the start of lifelong learning. From
Romania, it was explained that sometimes once young
people get a job, further education often depends on
employer support, and that is often a barrier. This point is
echoed by South Sudan, underlining the importance of
actively ensuring lifelong opportunities for all.

Blocked pathways

Sometimes the route from initial TVET into further and
higher education is blocked. This may be because a TVET
qualification is, in principle, not regarded as a relevant
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entrance qualification, or because, in practice, the route from
initial TVET is so awkward and cumbersome – for example
because it requires a return to initial academic education
without any significant credit recognition, that it is rarely
travelled. One major challenge in the design of initial TVET
is striking the right balance between programmes which
leave out general education and are therefore dead-ends,
and ones which make demanding academic requirements
in the interest of subsequent transition to further education,
but at the cost of high dropout rates. Sometimes initial TVET
curricula are too narrow. One participant explained that the
technical and vocational track in Ghana is much narrower
than the academic track, limiting TVET graduates in their
future careers, and giving graduates few opportunities to
progress to university.
At the same time, participants pointed to positive
developments. From South Sudan, there was a request
for an internationally agreed framework that would help
to support progression from TVET to further learning
in individual countries. In Quebec in Canada, credit
recognition and articulation between Diplomas in Technical
Studies and college programmes allow three-year college
programmes to be reduced to two years – this kind of
articulation is often very hard to achieve without a strong
push from government. From Burundi we learnt about new
school reforms, where in the post-basic technical cycle in
schools, pupils who do well may compete in the entrance
examination for higher education – it raises the issue of how
well students are prepared for such entrance examinations
in TVET programme.

Other issues

Participants also raised several other more isolated, but very significant points:
• From Ecuador, Nigeria and South Sudan, participants underlined the importance of political will and
commitment to TVET, to underpin effective pathways.
• E-learning may change matters. A participant from the United Kingdom underlined how distance
and online learning, if developed imaginatively, could be used to teach practical and vocational skills. A
participant from Nigeria emphasized that, as new skills requirements accelerate, flexible forms of e- and
distance-learning will play a larger role – a point echoed by participants from Ghana and South Sudan.
• In Canada, there is apparently an emerging trend of reversing the usual pathway, with college
graduates proceeding from general postsecondary education into TVET programmes – this is a pattern
we are observing more frequently than before.
• A participant from Kenya pointed out that postsecondary programmes often are, and should be
vocational, but there is a risk that ‘academic drift’ in postsecondary institutions will convert good
quality vocational programmes into weak academic programmes.
• From Jamaica, a participant described some governance problems, whereby many tertiary institutions
try to keep their distance from ‘training’ because it is seen as being low status – a challenge which is
widely shared internationally.
• From Kenya, we heard the proposal that postsecondary and higher education institutions should
provide the kind of continuous professional development to graduates of TVET programmes that is
found in some continental European countries.
• From Egypt, there was a proposal for a tax (a training levy) to support vertical and horizontal pathways
of progression.
• From Nigeria, the challenge was described in terms of ‘scaling up’, recognizing that in most cases the
required pathways exist, but they are insufficiently travelled. Quantitative and qualitative targets for
TVET agencies might help.

6

UNESCO-UNEVOC Virtual conference

Pathways between TVET and further education

Conclusions

The pathways between TVET and further and higher education are clearly a pressing concern to those
who took part in this virtual conference. Several potential tools to improve these pathways were
discussed, including qualifications frameworks, credit recognition systems, the inclusion of more
general and academic skills within initial TVET, and more effective careers guidance. While these tools
are helpful, none of them are effective in isolation, and concerted efforts will be needed to realise the
shared objective of more open access, for all TVET graduates, to genuine lifelong learning. One key
part of the jigsaw is the attitude of academic education, including higher education institutions, in
the context of extensive institutional autonomy. Success will surely require many of those institutions
to see it as in their interests to open their doors more fully to TVET graduates.
Looking forward, this virtual conference has contributed substantially to UNESCO’s initiative on
this topic, and UNESCO will publish a substantial report during 2018.

About the moderator
Simon Field is a leading expert on the international comparative analysis of
country skills systems. As leader of the OECD’s work on vocational education
and training over many years he led reviews of vocational skills systems
in more than 30 countries throughout the world. He is the lead author
of two major comparative reports on country skills systems in Learning
for Jobs and Skills beyond School as well as many reviews of individual
countries. He is now the founder and Director of Skills Policy.
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Joint Electricity Regulatory Commission for Goa & UTs, Gurgaon
UNESCO Amman Office, Amman
National Commission for Human Development NCHD, Karachi

Ziad Khan

Peace University, USA, Washington DC

Zubair Shahid

UNESCO-UNEVOC International Centre

William Osawa
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Jamaica
Trinidad and
Tobago
Germany
Azerbaijan
Nicaragua
Republic of
Korea
Canada
Barbados
United
Kingdom
Netherlands
France
Nigeria
Jamaica
Brazil
Tanzania,
United
Republic of
Senegal
Sri Lanka
Jamaica
Canada
Canada
Nigeria
India
Nigeria
Senegal
Jamaica
Germany
Kenya
Germany
Nigeria
Cambodia
India
Jordan
Pakistan
United States
of America
Germany

Contact us
UNESCO-UNEVOC International Centre for TVET
UN Campus
Platz der Vereinten Nationen 1
53113 Bonn
Germany

unevoc@unesco.org

@UNEVOC

unevoc.unesco.org

@UNEVOC

