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Notes

 
1. Data refers to a pilot test in 2012 on arithmetic skills among students in 

pre-vocational education in the basic vocational track (basis 
beroepsgerichte leerweg). The required level of arithmetic skills for these 
students is set at 2F. 16% of these students passed the exam (College voor 
Examens, 2012). 

2. The reference levels for upper secondary students in niveau 1, 2, and 3 are 
set at level 2F, and at level 3F for MBO niveau 4 (College voor Examens, 
2012). 

3. As a comparison: drop-out rates are 7.9% in the industry-oriented track; 
4.8% in the mixed track; and 8% in the theoretical track (OCW, 2012b). 
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Chapter 5 

More flexible provision for adults in postsecondary 

vocational programmes  

This chapter argues that postsecondary vocational education and training 
(VET) programmes need to be provided in a form more suitable to the needs 
of adults with home and work responsibilities – part-time, modular and 
allowing options for the recognition of prior learning. Adult needs might be 
better served in two ways: first, by reform to encourage hogescholen and 
public provision more generally to meet the needs of adults through part-
time and modular provision, and second, by establishing mechanisms so that 
where it makes sense, public money can be used to fund adult provision by 
private providers. 
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Challenges: Inadequate provision of part-time and modular 
programmes for adults 

The postsecondary VET system in the Netherlands includes 
hogescholen, universities of applied sciences (UAS) which provide 
professional bachelor and associate degrees, alongside many private 
providers. This system faces two major challenges: first, there is inadequate 
public provision of part-time and modular programmes that might meet the 
needs of adults, and second, that the private sector, although it performs a 
useful service in meeting the need of adults for part-time provision, cannot 
call on public funding.  

Inadequate public provision of part-time and modular programmes 
At least one in six workers participates in some form of post-initial 

training or education in the Netherlands each year (CBS, 2012; OCW, 
2013). But many adults have to handle a difficult balance between their 
desire for further or higher qualifications and the demands of their working 
and home lives. Often they will only be able to study part-time, and 
preferably in a flexible way that allows them to pursue the different 
components of a programme at their own pace. They may also already have 
relevant skills and experience, covering some parts of the programme, which 
it would therefore be wasteful to repeat. These requirements are very 
different from those of younger students that have just graduated from upper 
secondary education, where full-time study would be the norm.  

The current legal framework for public provision discourages part time 
study. Public institutions are, by law, obliged to provide only complete 
educational programmes, so they cannot offer and give credit for individual 
modules of programmes (Wet op het Hoger Onderwijs en Wetenschappelijk 
Onderzoek, 2013). Given these obstacles, the number of part-time students 
in public education is modest and has been decreasing, dropping from 
around 20% of the total student population in postsecondary VET in 2005 
(or around 64 000 students) to less than 15% (or around 60 000 students) in 
2011 (OCW, 2013). 

Instead, many adults who wish to study part-time, and who can afford 
the fees (or have their fees paid for them) prefer the private sector, since 
course length can vary and it is possible to obtain only some credits in one 
semester and the rest of the programme later on (Inspectie van het 
Onderwijs, 2012; ResearchNed, 2012). (Buisman and van Wijk, 2011; 
Buisman, van Wijk, and Houtkoop, 2011 SEO, 2010; 2012a). While 
accurate statistics are not available (and that is also a challenge), it is 
estimated that around 80 000 adults participated in privately provided 
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postsecondary VET programmes in 2011 (Figure 5.1), the vast majority in 
part-time studies (NRTO, 2012; ResearchNed, 2012). The most frequently 
quoted reason for choosing a private provider over a public one was that the 
form of education desired was not available in the public institution 
(Buisman and van Wijk, 2011; Denktank Leren en Werken, 2009).  

Figure 5.1 Number of students in postsecondary VET programmes, by type of 
programme 

Year: 2011 

 

Notes: ResearchNed (2012) for figures on private education; OCW (2013) for 
figures on public education.  

Source: ResearchNed (2012), Kenmerken, wensen en behoeften deeltijd hoger 
onderwijs, ResearchNed, Nijmegen; OCW (Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Science) (2013), Kerncijfers 2008-2012, Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap. OCW, 
the Hague. 

Adult students with work experience often have prior knowledge and 
skills relevant to their programme, and recognition of prior learning (RPL) is 
therefore important. According to stakeholders interviewed by the OECD, 
RPL is less common in public than in private hogescholen, at least partly 
due to incentives set by the financial framework. Individualised learning 
pathways are more costly to organise and the testing of obtained skills 
requires extra investment (Buisman, van Wijk and Houtkoop 2011; 
ResearchNed, 2012). Reports from the national inspectorate and Ministry 
argue that even though public providers are encouraged to use RPL this is 
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not yet a widespread practice (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2012; OCW, 
2012).  

Adult students typically work during their studies, creating an 
opportunity to link studies and workplace practice which can transfer 
valuable skills as well as shorten the study length. But public hogescholen 
also face regulatory constraints on the total amount of learning taking place 
outside the institution, hence on the extent of work-based learning counted 
for credits.  

Private sector provision for adults is little supported by public 
funding 

A separate but closely related challenge is the two tier market in 
provision. Tuition fees in public institutions are subsidised and were set at a 
maximum of around EUR 1 800 per year for 2013/2014 (DUO, 2013). In the 
unsubsidised private sector, tuition fees are often at least two to three times 
higher for comparable programmes (CBS, 2008). In the private sector about 
half of the students pay their tuition fees themselves (ECBO, 2011a) while 
most of the remainder have their fees paid by employers (Buisman, van 
Wijk and Houtkoop 2011). The most substantial public sector support 
applying to both sectors equally is that individuals can deduct training 
related expenses from their income tax.  

This two-tier market has problems in terms of both equity (between the 
subsidised and unsubsidised students) and efficiency (with strong incentives 
to participate for those subsidised, and much lower ones for those 
unsubsidised, potentially distorting the mix of provision). A particular gap in 
provision may emerge among adults keen to participate and able to benefit, 
but needing part-time provision (ROA, 2012; SEO, 2010).1 A recent 
commission, (Commissie Rinnooy Kan, 2014) argued that provision for 
adults, particularly those with work experience, needs to be developed, and 
pointed out that there are often funding barriers.  

Recognising these challenges, the government has put forward plans to 
provide publicly funded loans (SER, 2011) to adults wishing to return to 
education and to create a voucher system for some target groups allowing 
them to spend their voucher on selected postsecondary VET programmes 
(SEO, 2012a). A Swiss simulation study, (based on short courses rather than 
more substantial programmes and therefore somewhat speculative), suggests 
that vouchers could contribute to a 6-11% increase in adult education 
participation (SEO, 2012a). The actual implementation and the precise 
content of the voucher system however has yet not been agreed on.  
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Recommendation: Stronger support for part-time students 

Reform regulation and finance so as to support part-time public 
provision of postsecondary vocational programmes more adequately, and 
to explore a financing framework that would allow public support for 
private provision when it is in the national interest 

Supporting arguments: Flexibility, performance orientation, and using 
existing good practice 

This recommendation is supported by three arguments. First, a more 
flexible regulatory framework would allow hogescholen to better respond to 
student need. Second, an improved financial framework where funding goes 
to the best provider irrespective of its ownership or status would provide 
better incentives to hogescholen to meet the needs of part-time students . 
Third, the Dutch postsecondary VET system is innovative and diverse; 
implementation can build on the existing good practice. 

More flexible regulation would allow hogescholen to better respond 
to adult needs 

In countries such as Canada, Switzerland, or the United States part-time 
studies represent a major way of obtaining postsecondary vocational 
qualifications (OECD, 2002, Fazekas and Field, 2013, Kuczera and Field, 
2013). Courses are often modularised allowing for students to interrupt 
studies at multiple points and return to education later without the loss of 
already obtained credits. Typically, modes of study combining distance, 
evening, and self-study are on offer to meet the needs of older, already 
working students with multiple work and family commitments. Stringent 
external quality assurance at the end of the modules and the whole course 
such as final examinations (see for example Switzerland) and reliance on 
labour market outcomes as signals for quality are conducive to high quality 
standards (Kuczera and Field, 2013). 

Modularisation could also encourage public as well as private 
hogescholen to use the existing recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
framework more extensively. Funding for RPL should be balanced by strong 
quality standards in RPL to ensure that individuals receiving course waivers 
genuinely deserve them (Field et al., 2012). Competencies recognised in one 
institution should be portable to other institutions. 
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Public funding could support provision for adults by diverse 
providers  

At present, restrictions on public providers mean that adults seeking 
part-time and modular provision receive little public support. A public 
purchasing system would allow government to “buy” priority courses from 
the market - public or private. The government could enforce high quality 
standards as an informed buyer of education services and guarantee value 
for money. This would clearly involve toughened quality assurance for the 
private sector. If bidding parameters are set right, competition among 
providers could provide incentives for quality and cost-effectiveness, while 
allowing for student choice between courses. This would allow public 
authorities to “buy” provision in a form suitable for adults through the 
private sector. Implementing such a system would clearly have to be 
handled carefully, recognising the risks that in education markets where 
quality is not transparent and insufficiently regulated, price competition may 
also drive down quality.  

For example, in Switzerland, each canton determines its own priorities 
for funding postsecondary professional education and training (i.e. which 
courses are funded) typically reflecting local economic structure, but 
delivery is left mainly to the market allowing public as well as private 
providers to compete under the same conditions (Fazekas and Field, 2013). 
There is a similar system in place in the higher vocational education and 
training system of Sweden (Ministry of Education and Research Sweden, 
2013). 

Providing public funding for some part-time postsecondary courses in 
private as well as public hogescholen could also improve equity as courses 
may become more affordable for employees in a less favourable labour 
market position such as those who are less educated, or have an employer 
less willing to finance training. Such people typically need support, 
recognising that investment in upskilling will pay off over time (Bassanini et 
al., 2005). 

Implementation can build on the existing strengths of the 
postsecondary VET system 

Policy makers have already recognised many of the challenges outlined 
in this chapter and potential solutions are under discussion. Postsecondary 
VET in the Netherlands is an innovative and diverse system whose strengths 
provide a solid foundation for reform and policy implementation. Public 
hogescholen would benefit from appropriate incentives to enter into more 
intense competition for students, especially given demographic decline and 
shrinking student populations already evident in some regions. Private 



 CHAPTER 5: MORE FLEXIBLE PROVISION FOR ADULTS IN POSTSECONDARY VOCATIONAL PROGRAMMES – 83 
 
 

OECD REVIEWS OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: A SKILLS BEYOND SCHOOL REVIEW OF THE NETHERLANDS © OECD 2014 

providers will be eager to compete for students on an expanded market. 
Their experience with flexible training provision represents a valuable asset 
for a better financed and regulated postsecondary VET market, recognising 
that this would need to be balanced by a stronger quality assurance regime, 
appropriate to providers receiving public money. Synergies and economies 
of scale between full and part-time education in public hogescholen, and 
between public and private providers, might be harnessed using appropriate 
incentives.   
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Note

 
1. For a discussion of similar challenges see Fazekas and Field (2013) on 

Switzerland. 
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Chapter 6 

Insufficient postsecondary vocational provision 

Current provision may not fully meet labour market demand in the face of 
increasing need for higher vocational skills. Enrolment in associate degrees 
is low, and there are few options for the graduates of upper secondary 
vocational system to upskill other than the academic route. While many 
short private courses seek to address this gap in provision, they lack 
visibility.  

This chapter argues that creating options for upskilling in postsecondary 
vocational education and training (VET) parallel to the existing academic 
route would benefit both the Dutch labour market and the whole VET 
system. If delivery of the more academically oriented associate degree 
programmes is improved, it could cater for a much larger student body. 
International examples provide guidance on the direction of reforms. 
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Challenges: Increasing demand, but limited opportunities 

There are four challenges to the range of qualifications available in the 
Dutch postsecondary VET system. First, outside the Netherlands, many 
countries educate more people through short-cycle postsecondary VET 
programmes at levels below a bachelor degree. Second, this reflects growing 
demand for higher technical and professional skills at this level. Third, there 
are insufficient vocational options for graduates of upper secondary VET. 
Fourth, short courses provided in the private sector do not adequately fill the 
gap. 

Many countries educate more people through postsecondary VET 
programmes 

Many OECD countries have large postsecondary vocational sectors, 
educating substantial proportions of the cohort with vocational qualifications 
that go beyond upper secondary level, but are less than a bachelor degree. In 
the United States for example, around 12% of the labour force have a 
postsecondary “certificate” as their highest qualification – and certificate 
graduation rates are burgeoning – tripling in recent years. A further 10% 
have an associate degree (Kuczera and Field, 2013). Similarly in Canada, 
around one-quarter of the cohort gains an associate degree as their highest 
qualification (Department of Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada, 2012). In France, in 2010-2011 almost 360 000 students were 
enrolled in two-year postsecondary VET programmes (Brevet de technicien 
supérieur and Diplôme universitaire de technologie), representing one-third 
of the students entering postsecondary education (Ministère de l'éducation 
nationale / Ministère de l’enseignement supérieur et de la recherche, 2013). 
In Korea, roughly one-third of the youth cohort enters junior college or 
polytechnic programmes, which are dominated by two-year programmes in 
postsecondary VET (Kis and Park, 2012). In Switzerland, around 15% of the 
entire student population graduate through the professional education and 
training system, through professional colleges and industry-led federal 
exams (Fazekas and Field, 2013a). In some other countries, while 
postsecondary VET is smaller in scale, it is rapidly growing. In Sweden, the 
numbers enrolled in higher VET programmes trebled between 2001 and 
2011, while in Romania enrolments in “post high school” grew from 44 000 
in 2005/6 to 70 000 in 2010/11 (Ministry of Education and Research 
Sweden, 2013; NCDTVET Romania, 2013). All of the programmes 
mentioned here are substantial one-two year postsecondary vocational 
programmes.  
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Apprenticeships also often play a significant postsecondary role. In 
Ireland all apprenticeships are postsecondary, with a school-leaving 
certificate a pre-requisite (Kis, 2010). In Canada, a substantial proportion of 
apprentices have high school diplomas. Even in Germany, where 
apprenticeship is nominally at upper secondary level, the average age of a 
starting apprentice is nearly 20, while around 20% of starting apprentices 
already have the German upper secondary certificate (Abitur), which also 
grants entry to university (BIBB, 2013). In France, there were more than 
110 000 apprentices at the postsecondary level in 2010-2011, about 60% of 
them in two-year apprenticeships in the service sectors (Ministère de 
l'éducation nationale / Ministère de l’enseignement supérieur et de la 
recherche, 2013). 

 In the Netherlands, there are very few comparable short-cycle 
postsecondary programmes. The only similar set of programmes which 
remained in a pilot phase for several years after their launch are the 
associate degrees which are still numerically insignificant (Figure 6.1). They 
offer subjects1 typical of the first two years of professional bachelor 
programmes (SEO, 2010). A recent report (Commissie Rinnooy Kan, 2014) 
concluded that associate degree programmes should therefore be expanded, 
particularly for those leaving upper secondary VET. 
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Figure 6.1 Limited numbers in associate degree programmes in the Netherlands 
Proportion of graduates (below bachelor’s degree) of postsecondary VET colleges to total upper 

secondary VET graduations, %, 2009 

 

Notes: *Total number of enrolments rather than graduations.**The basis is total upper 
secondary graduation rather than upper secondary VET graduation, 2010. 

Sources: For exact definitions and sources see Annex B. 

Growing demand, globally and in the Netherlands, for higher level 
skills 

Globally, developed countries display a growing demand for 
postsecondary vocational qualifications involving less than a bachelor’s 
degree. Within countries, it is often difficult to track latent demand, because 
employers tend to ask for the type of qualifications to which they are 
accustomed (rather than for qualifications which they could make use of if 
they existed). Manifest demand then comes to mirror supply, disguising 
skills mismatches. It is therefore instructive to look more broadly at a 
number of countries to explore how demand for this level of education is 
evolving. 

A forecast of employment change in the 27 EU countries between 2010 
and 2020 implied that nearly two-thirds of overall employment growth 
would be concentrated in the “technicians and associate professionals” 
category - the category (one of nine) most closely linked to postsecondary 
VET. The same category currently represents only 15% of EU employment. 
Jobs are becoming more skill-intensive at all levels.2 Of the total 75 million 
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job opportunities projected due to replacement demand, about 32 million for 
medium-level qualifications, many of which are vocational qualifications, 
and 23 million will be for jobs requiring high-level qualifications. 
Highly-qualified technicians and associate professionals will become 
increasingly important. The report stated more specifically in several other 
countries3 the employment share of people with medium level qualifications 
will rise (CEDEFOP, 2012; see Box 2.1). 

Similarly, in the United States, a recent forecasting exercise (Carnevale 
et al., 2010) predicts that in the decade to 2018, nearly two-thirds of job 
vacancies will require more than high school education, but only half of 
these, or one-third of all vacancies will require four-year degrees or higher 
qualifications. So nearly one-third of the vacancies will require some 
postsecondary qualification but less than a four-year degree – in most cases 
a postsecondary vocational qualification - in the US context an associate 
degree, certificate, or certification (Kuczera and Field, 2013). 

The implication is that the economies of most OECD countries need a 
substantial and growing amount of postsecondary vocational provision 
below bachelor level. Occupational skills requirements do not grow 
naturally in chunks requiring three or four years of full-time education. 
Common sense tells us that some occupations involve more than upper 
secondary qualifications but less than a bachelor’s degree, and the skills 
systems of many OECD countries reflect this fact. But in the Netherlands, 
this appears to be a gap in provision. 

Although forecasts are highly fallible, there is a consensus that new jobs 
in the Dutch economy will mainly require higher level skills. Forecasts - 
taking into account labour market developments since the global economic 
crisis - suggest that labour market demand will only expand in the more 
highly skilled professions (Table 6.1), particularly in occupational groups 
where most upper secondary VET graduates would go such as technicians 
and associate professionals. Comparable data from Dutch labour market 
forecasts further support these claims (ROA, 2011). 

 VET graduates will also need to upgrade their skills to fill high skill 
positions. In the light of demographic decline, it will be crucial for the 
whole Dutch economy to be able to meet at least some of this additional 
demand by upskilling those coming through the vocational track 
(CEDEFOP, 2013a). 
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Table 6.1 Demand predicted to increase in professions of postsecondary VET graduates 

Predictions of labour market demand between 2010 and 2020 by occupational group and qualifications 
level in the Netherlands 

Measures Expansion 
Demand 
000s 

Replacement 
Demand 
000s 

Total Job 
Openings 
000s 

Occupations (ISCO) 

Qualifications (ISCED) 

All occupations 

Netherlands 197.67 2528.90 2726.57 

Low -289.63 596.83 307.19 

Medium -165.14 973.44 808.30 

High 652.45 958.63 1611.08 

Major occupational groups with postsecondary VET graduates 

2 Professionals 193.86 588.59 782.45 

Low 0.00 7.65 8.57 

Medium -35.16 63.46 28.30 

High 228.10 517.47 745.57 
3 Technicians and associate 

professionals -7.36 384.98 377.63 

Low -28.80 31.77 2.97 

Medium -101.41 210.71 109.30 

High 122.85 142.50 265.35 
5 Service workers and shop and 

market sales workers 133.94 292.13 426.07 

Low -18.29 101.84 83.55 

Medium 67.81 157.23 225.04 

High 84.42 33.06 117.48 
6 Skilled agricultural and fishery 

workers -23.80 35.02 11.22 

Low -17.48 18.80 1.33 

Medium -7.27 14.50 7.23 

High 0.00 1.71 2.66 

7 Craft and related trades workers -85.14 193.20 108.06 

Low -83.02 80.62 -2.39 

Medium -23.46 103.19 79.73 

High 21.33 9.39 30.72 

Source: CEDEFOP (European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training), 
(2013b), Skills Forecast - detailed data. www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/about-
cedefop/projects/forecasting-skill-demand-and-supply 
/skills-forecasts/detailed-data.aspx, accessed 29 July 2013. 
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Too few higher vocational options for graduates of upper secondary 
VET 

For graduates of lower levels of upper secondary VET, there are 
relatively few options for further upskilling. Only graduates of MBO level 4 
can (without meeting additional requirements) continue to a professional 
bachelor or Associate Degree programme in hogescholen. Graduates of 
lower VET levels seem not to be able to find an adequate higher level VET 
course (HBO raad, 2012; ROA, 2012). While hogescholen could be more 
responsive to the needs of those coming through the vocational track (see 
Chapter 5), even in the best functioning system, only a modest proportion of 
VET graduates will want to pursue higher level programmes (see for 
example Fazekas and Field, 2013a, 2013b; Orr, Gwosc, and Netz, 2011). 
This is mainly because graduates from upper secondary VET typically 
already have a job, often have a family and the benefits of an additional 
degree are lower than for graduates of academic secondary education. 

Short courses may not adequately fill the gap 
For those graduates of upper secondary VET who want a vocationally 

oriented postsecondary pathway there are a number of short courses 
provided by private organisations. While exact figures are not available, this 
mostly involves short term courses (60% are less than one month) which do 
not lead to a formal degree (SEO, 2012). These courses are mostly work-
related (ECBO, 2011), focusing on inter-personal skills such as 
communication or specific vocational skills in the economic, education and 
health care sectors (SEO, 2012). Many thousands of private providers offer 
short courses (SEO, 2012, Onderwijsraad, 2009). This can lead to confusion: 
an ECBO survey found that one-quarter of participants was only aware of 
their particular provider, even though there are typically a number of 
competitors (Buisman and van Wijk, 2011). Short postsecondary courses 
often reflect the specific needs of one employer, rather than the industry 
sector, potentially inhibiting labour market mobility. This concern has been 
echoed by interviewees of the OECD who said that non-accredited or non-
certified short courses are not always recognised by other employers or 
schools.  
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Recommendation: Enhance provision of postsecondary vocational 
programmes below bachelor level 

Increase the number of students pursuing associate degree 
programmes and consider the development of other short cycle 
postsecondary vocational options. Encourage programmes to meet the 
needs of upper secondary VET graduates seeking higher professional 
qualifications 

Supporting arguments: Stronger pathways, more associate degrees, 
and professional examinations 

This recommendation is supported by three arguments. First, avenues of 
progression for graduates of upper secondary vocational systems are vital to 
the health of the whole VET system. Second, reform is necessary in the 
institutional location of associate degrees to encourage their development. 
Third, a professional examination system, as in Switzerland, could provide a 
further avenue for progression.  

Pathways beyond upper secondary vocational programmes  
Upper secondary vocational tracks in some countries can be dead ends, 

with few opportunities for further upskilling – both a waste of potential for 
those held back and a threat to the status of the entire vocational track, since 
able students will not choose a vocational track that locks them out of 
further education opportunities. When students choose among different 
vocational and academic tracks future upskilling opportunities influence 
their decision (Ordovensky, 1995). So a clear route of upward mobility is 
essential to a high status vocational track. 

Across OECD countries, VET systems face the challenge of ensuring 
that graduates of the initial VET system have access to further learning 
opportunities. Such opportunities are desirable because growing 
technological complexity is increasing the demand for higher level skills, 
because students themselves are aspiring to higher level qualifications and 
because the absence of such opportunities tends to leave initial VET 
pathways as low status dead ends. There is evidence that students are more 
willing to pursue shorter VET programmes if they know that such 
programmes offer a route to more advanced studies (Dunkel and Le 
Mouillour, 2009). In different countries graduates of upper secondary 
vocational programmes often pursue two sorts of upskilling – first higher 
level or more specialised professional training, such as the master craftsman 
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qualifications often offered to qualified apprentices and linked to the ability 
to run a small business and manage staff; second, more academic 
qualifications at bachelors or master level that may open up different or 
wider career opportunities. 

While it is not realistic or necessarily desirable to imagine that a large 
proportion of initial VET graduates will enter academic tertiary education, 
the steady increase in the level of skills required in modern labour markets 
imply that efforts should be made to open up tertiary institutions to the 
greatest extent possible. In Germany, access to university for students 
without the normal higher education access qualification was substantially 
opened up in 2009.4 Switzerland has been relatively successful at opening 
Fachhochschulen to graduates from the dual system through the creation of 
a specific vocational matriculation examination (the Berufsmaturität), to be 
completed in parallel to the VET track and that provides access to tertiary 
education. Today, around 12% of all VET graduates obtain the 
Berufsmaturität and they represent half of the students in the Universities of 
Applied Science (Hoeckel, Field and Grubb, 2009). Austria, similarly, has 
introduced the Lehre mit Matura in 2008. In Denmark, throughout 2005-
2007, 8-11% of graduates from academy professional programmes started a 
higher education degree within 27 months (Danish Agency for Higher 
Education and Educational Support, 2012). In the Netherlands, significant 
numbers of MBO 4 graduates already continue into higher education. But 
there is scope for further development.  

As argued above, associate degrees in the Netherlands attract small 
numbers of students relative to potential demand. International experience 
suggests that short-cycle postsecondary programmes such as the Dutch 
associate degrees tend to be more successful in countries where a set of 
institutions other than university institutions delivers them. For example, 
community colleges in the US and Canada, TAFEs in Australia, IUTs in 
France, HVE in Sweden, professional colleges in Switzerland, Fachschulen 
in Germany, and VET colleges and Kollegs in Austria. They tend to be less 
successful in countries where universities and “professional” universities are 
key agents such as in England and Northern Ireland where foundation 
degrees are delivered by further education colleges, but under the auspices 
of universities (Figure 6.1).  

Only a minority of hogescholen have actively pursued the development 
of associate degrees, because many hogescholen see that their main and 
(often easier) mission is the provision of bachelor qualifications. Other 
institutions might be readier to pursue the development of associate degrees. 
(In a number of countries, including Germany, Austria, Romania and Spain, 
upper secondary vocational institutions also provide postsecondary 
qualifications). This approach might also involve some healthy degree of 
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separation between associate degrees and “parent” bachelor programmes –
while preserving the clear articulation that allows graduates of associate 
degrees to omit the first two years of a bachelor programme.  

An examination system facilitates recognition of prior learning and 
labour market mobility 

Currently, as mentioned above, an active private sector in the 
Netherlands provides diverse industry certifications and examinations. The 
value of this sector could be enhanced by offering a national standard for 
such qualifications signaling both that the examination has recognition by 
the relevant industry sector, that it provides a qualification recognised by 
both employers and education and training providers, and that it meets some 
standards, including international standards. In addition, focusing industry 
certification on the final exams allows for effective recognition of prior 
learning, improving labour market efficiency by making skills more 
transparent. 

One such system of high quality is that of professional examinations in 
Switzerland demonstrating not only how minimal regulatory intervention 
can be organised, but also the benefits of such arrangements (Box 6.1). 
Further examples are spelled out in Annex A. 

A new system of examinations in the Netherlands would have to fit in 
the educational landscape already in place. For example, there is already a 
“master” title in a few sectors (meester) signalling exceptional skills such as 
being a master chef. Allowing professional bodies to define the 
requirements for each level within their sector would ensure that new 
qualifications fit with existing ones. 
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Box 6.1 Professional examinations in Switzerland 

In Switzerland, an industry-led, but federally regulated system of professional 
education and training (PET) examinations provides a means of upskilling, in 
most cases for adults who have graduated from the apprenticeship system and are 
already practicing their chosen profession. In 2011, there were around 240 
examinations leading to a Federal PET Diploma, and 160 leading to an Advanced 
Federal PET Diploma. The Advanced Diploma reflects the classical progression 
from apprenticeship to Meister level, enabling the examinees to show their 
capacity to carry out their profession independently, run their own business, and 
train apprentices. 

The number and content of examinations change regularly as labour market 
organisations adjust the examinations to changing needs; typically 60-100 
examination rules are under revision at any point in time. Students typically take 
part in a preparatory course for a national PET examination even though 
participation is in principle not mandatory and degrees are awarded exclusively 
on the basis of exam performance. Preparatory courses can take from a few 
months to two to three years. Course format reflects student demand, it often 
means weekend or evening classes and distance learning. 

The scope of this examination type has now widened to include non-technical 
professions in the commercial, manufacturing, agricultural, and service-related 
sectors. The examinations fulfill the need to certify specific professional 
competencies needed in legally regulated areas, to act as an entry point to the 
service sector and can also be used as a human resources development tool. 

Source: Fazekas, M. and S. Field (2013a), A Skills beyond School Review of 
Switzerland , OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training, OECD 
publishing, Paris, doi: http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1787/9789264062665-en  
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Notes  

 
1. Although dual ad programmes provide the opportunity to combine 

studying with a work experience as part of the programme. 

2. They argued that as routine tasks are increasingly carried out by 
technology rather than people, there will be a greater need for skills such 
as independent problem-solving, planning, organisation and 
communication, even in elementary occupations. 

3. Including Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, Ireland, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Malta and Portugal. 

4. New regulation permits those who pass an advanced vocational 
examination (e.g. Meister) a general entrance to academic higher 
education and holders of vocational qualifications without such 
qualification a subject-specific higher education entrance qualification. 
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n b
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eis
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n b
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s o
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eis
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r o
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ec
og

nis
es

 
pr

ofe
ss

ion
al 

co
lle

ge
 de

gr
ee

 pr
og

ra
mm

es
 by

 
ap

pr
ov

ing
 th

e c
or

e c
ur

ric
ula

. T
he

 fe
de

ra
l 

ce
rtif

ica
tio

n p
ro

ce
ss

 en
su

re
s t

ha
t th
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h f
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l p
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h p
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ee

 ye
ar

s. 
Co

ur
se

 fo
rm

at 
re

fle
cts

 st
ud

en
t 

de
ma

nd
, it

 of
ten

 m
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d d
ist

an
ce

 le
ar

nin
g. 

Ex
am

in
at

io
n 

 
Th

e M
eis

ter
ex

am
 co

ns
ist

s o
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n b

e r
ep

lac
ed

 by
 LA

P 
ce

rtif
ica

tio
n)

; 2
. O

ra
l (P

ar
t A

 ca
n b

e r
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eis
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ad
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e p
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s p
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re
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GLOSSARY 

1. Academic education: All non-vocational education at secondary and 
postsecondary level, including upper secondary general and pre-scientific 
education (HAVO and VWO) and scientific education at university level, i.e. 
tertiary education (excluding postsecondary VET at hogescholen as well as 
special needs education). 

2. Lower secondary VET: General English term used to refer to pre-vocational 
education in the Netherlands or Voorbereidend Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs 
(VMBO) in Dutch. VMBO is part of the first years (or: lower years) of 
vocational education at secondary school-level. 

3. Non-formal learning: All learning that takes place in non-educational settings, 
i.e. outside of the classroom or schooling institution, regardless of the 
recognition of the certificate earned at the end.  

4. Postsecondary VET: General English term used to refer to vocational 
education and training which takes place at postsecondary level (after 
completion of upper secondary VET). In the Netherlands, Associate Degrees 
(AD) and Hoger Beroepsonderwijs or hogescholen are part of postsecondary 
VET.  

5. RPL: Recognition of Prior Learning. RPL is the process used by education and 
training institutions to evaluate skills and knowledge acquired outside the 
classroom (outside the current study programme) for the purpose of 
recognising competences, skills and knowledge obtained before the start of the 
current study or training programme.  

6. UAS: University of applied sciences. The English term used to describe the 
hogescholen which offer Hoger Beroepsonderwijs (HBO or higher 
professional education) in the Netherlands.  

7. Upper secondary VET: General English term used to refer to senior secondary 
vocational education in the Netherlands or Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs 
(MBO) in Dutch. MBO is part of the last years (or upper years) of vocational 
education at secondary school-level. 
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