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Presentation

The existence of a quality educational system is one of the key elements 
that defines the level of well-being present in a society and a determinant 
of future possibilities for an increase in the level and extension of that well-
being.  Among the diverse elements that constitute our educational system, 
vocational training has particular importance today, whether considered from 
the point of view of individuals or from a social and economic perspective.

From the point of view of individuals, vocational training channels the interests 
of a good number of young people and is responsible for providing them with 
the competencies necessary to develop a profession and thus, access to an 
adequate standard of living.  It also includes those training programmes that 
permit active workers to upgrade their skills, facilitating their promotion, 
and those directed at unemployed workers, increasing their possibilities of 
reintegrating into the labour market.

From a social and economic perspective, a good system of vocational training 
is necessary so that businesses have the qualified workers they need for their 
survival and progress in an increasingly competitive and global environment.  
What’s more, this is a changing environment in which knowledge, technology 
and innovation are fundamental, demanding a workforce with a sufficiently 
specialized initial training and, at the same time, a high capacity for learning 
which allows for the extension of this training throughout life.

In this study, the author looks at the history of vocational training in Spain 
to offer us a comprehensive analysis of the current situation, the challenges 
that vocational training faces and the difficulties that it must overcome in the 
future.  He also analyzes the influence that the European Union has had on 
the Spanish system of vocational training and the ways in which it is or is not 
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comparable to that of other countries in the EU.  Finally, significant space is 
dedicated to analyzing the impact of the knowledge society and the changes 
this has led to in the productive and development models on vocational training 
and the new demands to which it must respond.

With this new number in the Social Studies Collection, the Social Projects 
of ”la Caixa” intends to provide data and analysis that will contribute to the 
debate on the current state of and ways to improve vocational training in Spain, 
a debate in which, without a doubt, much of our future is in play.

Jaime Lanaspa Gatnau
�Executive Director of ”la Caixa” 
Social Projects and Chief Executive 

Officer of the ”la Caixa” Foundation

Barcelona, January 2009
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Introduction

Vocational training is considered, almost unanimously, as one of the 
issues of greatest importance for the professional future of individuals, the 
competitiveness of businesses and the development of countries. However, it 
must also be recognized that efforts in this field are never enough. Attributing 
the solution to all types of problems to vocational training constitutes one of 
the most frequently employed clichés. It seems that everything can be resolved 
through vocational training.

The reality is neither so much nor so little. The concept of vocational training 
is twofold. On the one hand, the concept refers to a part of the training system 
through which each country organizes the activities dedicated to covering the 
training needs of the population and of businesses in relation to work. On the 
other hand, vocational training is also a more generic concept that forms part 
of the cultural knowledge of every country, and which is associated with the 
professional trajectory of individuals and the functioning of businesses.

To have a vocation is an aspiration of everyone who wants to place themselves 
in the labour market with their own identity, and in that way obtain a higher 
income which facilitate access to a determined social status. The same occurs 
with businesses, which desire to have a professional workforce available that 
dominates its trade or profession and adequately resolves all problems related 
to the production of goods or services. Vocational training is the privileged 
vehicle for access to a professional identity. In general terms, and speaking 
from a professional perspective, an individual is what he or she has been trained 
for (Iribarne, 1993).

Learning is one of the strongest factors in mobilizing the human will in history. 
Homo sapiens possess a natural tendency to know new worlds (to investigate 
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and try new things), and this innate tendency to learn is also applied to the 
field of work, which is also the field of vocational training. Training is one 
of the principal forms that modern societies have for organizing learning 
and for passing on and spreading the knowledge and skills that form part 
of the accumulated cultural and technological heritage of a specific society. 
The existence of this accumulation of organized knowledge is one of the 
factors which explain the immense leaps in the growth of human productivity 
throughout history. An additional question is if the organization of work 
and society facilitates the learning capacities of individuals. The systems of 
vocational training, in addition to guiding persons toward the needs of the world 
of work, have the mission of channelling, favouring and strengthening both 
this learning capacity and an interest in the acquisition of this knowledge. 

The contrast between these two aspects, between training systems and 
human capacities for learning, generates a very extended ambiguity between 
aspirations and frustrations, between desires and reality. Vocational training is 
perceived as having great potential for the development of persons, businesses 
and countries, and at the same time, all the frustrations because of limitations 
in reaching that development are attributed to it.

Maintaining the aspirations of the population to achieve promotion on the 
professional terrain through training, as well as that of businesses, to improve 
their efficiency through the increased skills of their personnel, is one of the 
conditions for a country to advance. In fact, all the developed countries, in one 
way or another, have invested large sums for the development of sophisticated 
systems of training and work to improve their effectiveness (OECD, 2008a).

Thus, without falling into demagogy, it is recommendable to talk about 
vocational training, but much more important that efforts and resources be 
employed. The smooth functioning of economies and societies depends, in 
great part, on this effort.

However, in addition to talking and acting, it is also necessary to know 
vocational training. Vocational training is a field of great complexity, because 
it has to permit the intentions of diverse actors and institutions to merge, to 
a much greater degree than in any other sector of the educational system. 
On the border of the educational system, the labour market and the system 
of production, vocational training draws together a great variety of tensions, 
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aspirations, decisions, contradictions and tendencies that demand a great 
capacity for synthesis and information to understand its main features and 
its future evolution. In addition, this knowledge is essential to support any 
intervention aimed at improving the system of vocational training.

This present study is dedicated to this task of analysis. The principal objectives 
are to clarify concepts, examine the functioning of the system of vocational 
training in Spain and the challenges which it faces, and contribute ideas that 
facilitate reflection and intervention by all those persons and institutions that 
are interested or involved in the issue.

The analysis that will be carried out on the situation of vocational training in 
Spain revolves around the following basic themes:

The delay in the development of the training system until the Organic ••
Act 1/1990 on the General Arrangement of the Education System or the 
General Law on the Education System (LOGSE) of 1990 laid down the 
foundation for an initial modern vocational training, which has continued 
to gain in prestige and effectiveness until the present day.

The influence of the European vision of training on the evolution of the ••
system of training starting with the entrance of Spain into the European 
Union.

The tensions that the difficulty in closing the process of decentralization of ••
the system of training generates and its possible effects on the evolution of the 
system in the future.

The requirements of the knowledge society, which demands an accelerated ••
process of reforms in which all the agents involved cooperate.

Employing the simplest language possible the intention has been to synthesize 
the information available and the analysis and opinions of experts in this area. 
In addition, those aspects which contribute to a comprehensive vision of 
the overall system of training have been prioritized, and the more academic 
debates on the most controversial issues have been avoided. The bibliographic 
references will allow the reader to go more in-depth in a theme not without 
complexities but, at the same time, attractive to all those who have a passionate 
interest in knowing how societies organize the human capacity for learning in 
relation to professional life.
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Consequently, this study is directed not only at specialists, but also at a much 
broader public composed of those persons interested in understanding how 
vocational training in Spain works, how we have arrived at the current situation, 
what influence Europe has had in the development of the Spanish system, what 
relationship there is between vocational training and the productive system, 
how the systems of training are evolving and what the expectations are from 
training in the knowledge society. This last point in particular raises some 
especially interesting challenges. The development of the knowledge society 
will require that the whole population be able to access, in a constant manner, 
training services with the aim of updating, recycling or specializing one’s 
competencies. The system of training of the developed countries, inherited 
from the 20th century, are still very much structured around initial training, 
and their transformation to adapt to the needs of an increasingly more complex 
society is today object of debates and controversy (Lipinskay, 2007). 

This study is divided into three parts. The first part, consisting of the first 
three chapters, is dedicated to describing and explaining the functioning of the 
system of vocational training in Spain in all its dimensions. This part includes 
a brief historical overview of the principal stages in its evolution and the 
incorporation of the European dimension. The object is to understand how the 
current situation has been shaped.

Chapter I begins briefly explaining the principal concepts that are used in the 
study in order to facilitate their understanding. Following, an analysis is made 
of how the concept of vocational training has evolved historically and how the 
current modern vision of it was shaped.

Chapter II, which describes the existing system of vocational training, details 
the division of training into two major subsystems which are known as, using 
the most recent terminology, initial training and occupational training. The 
description of the institutions and regulatory bodies of the system are left to a 
later section.

The European contribution to training in Spain is described in Chapter III, 
in which the extent of European training policy is described in all its detail, 
and a complete section is dedicated to presenting the European Qualifications 
Framework given its importance to the Spanish system and also because of its 
practical consequences on the free circulation of professionals in Europe.
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Part 2, Chapters IV and V, analyzes the relationship of the system of training 
with the labour market, a relationship which constitutes the fundamental 
identity of the system of formation. Chapter IV, which deals with the degree 
of adaptation of the system of training to the needs of businesses, analyzes the 
way in which the concept of qualification has been shaped in Spain and how 
a mutual adaptation is produced between the demands for a skilled workforce 
from businesses and the supply from the system of training, in a context of an 
agitated labour market.

Chapter V analyzes the focus on competencies and their importance in the 
recent transformation of all the training systems to achieve a better adaptation 
to the new challenges and needs of the labour market. 

And finally, Part 3, the last two chapters, is dedicated to analyzing the future 
of vocational training: Chapter VI deals with the evolution toward a system 
open to lifelong training, while Chapter VII offers a preview of the function 
of training in the knowledge society. In chapter VI a section is dedicated to 
explaining the most recent evolution in the area of recognition and accreditation 
of professional experience, one of the most innovative issues in the field of 
vocational training.

To finish, a chapter is dedicated to summarizing the principal conclusions of 
the study and to set out a series of ideas and proposals on how to confront the 
principal challenges facing the system of vocational training in Spain.

The moment is appropriate. Spain’s system of vocational training, as in 
almost all the world, although under different circumstances, is going through 
a process of profound change, forced to face new challenges from the rapid 
technological, economic, social and cultural transformations with which we 
have begun the 21st century.
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	 I.	�An historical perspective

The Spanish system of vocational training was consolidated under a modern 
conception just a few years ago. It was not until the application of the General 
Law on the Education System, known as the LOGSE (LOGSE, 1990), in the 
middle of the decade of the 90s, when the foundation of the modern system 
of vocational training was put into place. Thus, the system itself as well as the 
images and experiences that the population has regarding vocational training 
are still in debt to its evolution from previous times. It therefore seems a 
good idea to initiate the reader in the stages that the evolution of the system 
has followed and explain to what degree its history is still conditioning the 
present.

Before entering into this brief historical analysis and in order to understand 
the basic concepts that are used in this study, this chapter begins with a section 
dedicated to defining the concept of vocational training.

	 1.1.	 What is understood by vocational training?

The reader will have realized that up to now different though apparently 
similar concepts have been used to speak about the theme of this book: 
«training» and «vocational training». With the aim of avoiding confusion, 
these lines are dedicated to clarifying concepts which will permit a greater 
understanding of the details and different elements that compose the training 
system (Tissot, 2004). 

In the first place, it is necessary to distinguish between education and 
training, concepts that are often used in an indistinct manner but which, in 
this specialized area, have different meanings. Education refers to the primary 
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objective of developing the learning capacities and general knowledge of the 
individual. A person is educated when he/she is acquiring the instrumental 
capacities to know and interpret his/her environment. Basically, education 
offers the individual answers to those «whys» of one’s life, of the world and 
of the society in which the individual lives. Training, on the other hand, is 
more specific. It prepares the individual first and foremost for the acquisition 
of competencies intended for the development of one’s professional life in a 
broad, not only work-related sense. In a basic sense, training offers answers to 
«how» (Bruno, 1991). Said in a very brief manner, education tends to develop 
«knowing» and training «knowing how».

The two concepts are not in conflict, rather they are often complementary 
and difficult to distinguish. Obviously, in education a person also acquires 
practical knowledge directly applicable in professional life, while vocational 
training also widens the generic learning capacities of a person. But education 
and training differ in relation to their final objectives and, above all, in one 
characteristic: education does not end. This distinction is very useful for 
understanding the world of vocational training. The development, through 
education, of our capacity to learn structures our intellect in such a way that 
what we learn has an effect during practically all our lives.

Specific things that have been learned can be forgotten, but the organization of 
our learning capacity will last over time. In contrast, the competencies acquired 
through training, if they are not practiced, become rusted and eventually 
obsolete. This distinction, and the differences in their objectives, obliges us to 
treat education in a different manner than training.

Therefore, when we speak of training we are referring to all those elements 
oriented toward equipping individuals with useful competencies for their 
professional lives understood in a broad sense, separate from those elements 
related to the development of generic capacities for learning (Tissot, 2004).

Continuing with the intention of clarifying concepts, a difference between 
training and vocational training also has to be established (Tissot, 2004). 
Vocational training is understood as that training which is directed at the 
development of a specific profession or trade. In contrast, the broader concept 
of training is used to refer to all the specific learning that a person can acquire 
throughout his/her life, which, although not directly related to the exercise of 
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a profession, has to do with competencies that exist in the world of work. For 
example, the learning of cooking techniques by a person that does not want 
to be a chef but wants to improve his/her capacity to prepare meals for him/
herself or for family or friends, or the learning of gardening by a person who 
wants to take care of his/her garden. 

Often, training, and above all, vocational training, have been assimilated under 
the technical training or learning of trades or professions in the industrial 
sector. Currently, this is no longer useful; the industrial sector is not the 
most important economic sector as services have taken over that position, 
generating many new professions that have no industrial base or technique 
in a strict sense. All trades or professions involve techniques understood as 
methodologies necessary for the development of the tasks of the profession. 
Thus, we can speak of medical techniques or the techniques of social work, or 
sales techniques, but these techniques have nothing to do with the industrial 
process. Today, vocational training is oriented more toward services than 
toward industry.

At this point another nuance must be introduced: in every country vocational 
training follows a particular organizational model. Thus, from the professional 
or technological baccalaureate to occupational related courses, there exists a 
wide range of programmes that are given different names, such as technical 
or professional education, training for employment or occupational training, 
vocational training, etc. The variation among the different programmes depends 
on their more or less «professionalizing» character, on entrance requirements, 
on their relationship to general education or their objectives with respect to 
insertion into the labour market (Refernet, 2007).

The specialists have doubts about situating some of these programs in the field 
of education or that of vocational training. Today, the general tendency is to use 
a broad concept which encompasses practically all of the programmes which 
have as an objective providing professional skill or competencies. The reader 
should not be surprised to see that in some cases «education and technical-
vocational training» is spoken about to encompass both technical-professional 
education and vocational training while, in contrast, on other occasions, both 
concepts are presented separately, the first being considered within the field of 
education and the second that of vocational training.
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The same happens with short-cycle higher technical education programmes 
or short-cycle higher professional education programmes (Mazeran, 2007). 
These programmes appeared in the 1970s in developed countries to face the 
technological needs of businesses facing technical and organizational change. 
They develop mid-level management among skilled workers and engineers, 
positions that demand not simply practical experience, but also a solid technical 
training and a scientific culture that cannot be learned through experience.

These training programmes tend to grant higher technician diplomas although 
there are differences among countries. In some countries they form part of 
university studies, as could be the case with some «diplomaturas» (three year 
degrees), while in others they are considered as advanced vocational training, 
for example, in Holland.

On occasion, the borders of vocational training dissolve. Traditionally, the 
concept was limited to training that had a professionalizing character during 
the stages of secondary education, but today it tends to be broadened to higher 
vocational training and the term Technical and Vocational Education Training 
(TVET) is used, with the aim of avoiding the problems of classification 
mentioned.

In the field of vocational training we can also distinguish between initial 
vocational training and continuing or lifelong vocational training. The first 
refers to that training which a person does to begin in a trade or profession, 
normally when a young adult. In contrast, continuing vocational training is 
understood as subsequent training to widen, specialize or retrain competencies 
that individuals use in their professional lives. The concept of lifelong or 
continuing training does not mean, as it could literally be interpreted, that a 
person is continually training in a course that never finishes, but rather that 
in different stages of his/her life does training activities to remain up to date 
(Tissot, 2004). 

The same distinction could apply to the training from a more generic perspective 
or also in the field of education. Thus, we also talk about initial training or 
continuing training and initial education or continuing education.

Finally, and to not tire the reader with more semantic distinctions, we must 
also differentiate between formal, non-formal and informal training, according 
to the form and intention in the organization of learning (Bjornavold, 2000). 
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We talk of formal training when the training activity is organized by an 
educational centre according to its objective and ends with the recognition and 
accreditation of the competencies acquired through a diploma or certificate.

In contrast, we talk of training that is non-formal when there is no recognition 
of the competencies acquired and, although the activity is organized, it is not 
directly intended to train individuals. This would be the case, for example, 
of a conference or working group in a business. Surely, the individual that 
participates in these activities intends to learn things, but the primary end of 
such activities is not training. And lastly, informal training is that acquired by 
an individual through participation in the activities of daily life, for example, 
working and participating in social and sporting activities, or relating to 
others.

Later the importance of these concepts and the challenges that the training 
system faces to include both non-formal and informal training in its operational 
mechanisms will be seen, a key issue for the development of these training 
systems in knowledge societies.

Once these elementary concepts have been clarified, we can enter into an 
analysis of how the modern concept of vocational training was constructed 
in Spain. Currently, the system encompasses all training activities aimed at 
developing professional competencies, whether through initial or continuing 
training. In the case of Spain, this system is dominated by vocational 
training, and concretely by formal vocational training, despite attempts to 
integrate non-formal and informal types of training into the system, as will 
be seen later.

	 1.2.	 The evolution of the concept of vocational training

Throughout history, every productive system has organized the manner in 
which the labour force acquires its productive capacities. The classic vocational 
training of the medieval guilds spread across all of Europe with a homogeneity 
that the European Commission would be envious of. This system collapsed 
with the development of the industrial revolution and with the abolition of the 
rigid norms that regulated craft production.
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Chart 1.1 

Classical models of vocational training

LIBERAL MARKET ECONOMY 
MODEL- GREAT BRITAIN

STATE-REGULATED 
BUREAUCRATIC MODEL- 
FRANCE

DUAL-CORPORATIST 
MODEL- GERMANY

Who determines 
the organization of 
vocational training?

The organization is 
negotiated «in the 
market» between 
representatives of the 
workers, businesses 
and the providers of 
vocational training.

The state. Craft and trade 
associations 
regulated by the 
state and organized 
by professional 
families.

Where does 
vocational training 
take place?

There are many 
options: in schools, 
in companies, 
simultaneously in 
schools and companies, 
through the Internet…

In specially named 
«vocational schools».

Training alternates 
according to a set 
calendar between 
businesses and 
vocational schools.

Who determines  
the content of 
vocational training?

Either the market, or 
individual companies, in 
function of the needs.  
The content is not pre-
established.	

The state (with the 
social partners).  
Training does not 
try to reflect the 
real practices in the 
workplace: it tends 
more toward general 
and theoretical 
knowledge.

The decision 
corresponds to 
businesses, trade 
unions and the 
state together.

Who pays for 
vocational training?

As a general rule, who 
receives the vocational 
training pays.  Some 
companies finance 
courses that they 
provide themselves.

The state collects 
a training fee from 
companies and 
finances vocational 
training with this, 
but only for a limited 
number of applicants 
each year.	

Companies finance 
training provided 
within the company, 
and costs are 
tax deductible. 
Apprentices receive 
an established 
amount per 
contract.  Vocational 
schools are financed 
by the state.

What qualification 
is obtained at the 
end of vocational 
training and what 
opportunities does 
it provide in the 
labour market?

There is no supervision 
of training or accredited 
final exams in the 
national school.

Training provides state 
certificates that qualify
the best students to 
access higher courses.

The qualifications 
accredit graduates 
to work in the 
corresponding 
profession and 
to access higher 
courses.

Source: Journal of Vocational Training, no. 32, CEDEFOP, 2004.
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With the industrial explosion of the 19th century different models for training 
emerged that consolidated during the first half of the 20th century and that have 
shaped the current systems of vocational training. Some authors (Greinert, 
2004) synthesize these into three models: the English liberal market economy 
model, the French state-regulated bureaucratic model and the dual-corporatist 
model of Germany. In table 1.1 the principal characteristics of each one of these 
three classic models can be seen. Today these models have evolved. Although 
each country presents combined characteristics of these models, they are still 
useful for developing a typology of systems of vocational training. As will be 
seen later, the Spanish system would initially be classified as a model of state 
regulation with respect to initial training, although with elements of the dual-
corporatist model.

In contrast, with respect to job training, Spain is more similar to the liberal 
market model, with elements of the model of state regulation. The three types of 
systems developed mechanisms for training the workforce that nascent industry 
needed, based on the new concepts of professionalization that the industrial 
system was putting into place as a consequence of the birth of mass factory-
based production. The new industrial trades required a long apprenticeship to 
command the conditions of production in a man-machine relationship which 
still involved much manual work and which required specific manual skills by 
workers with a very elementary general educational level.

The spread of electrical technology to production and, above all, the application 
of electronics starting in the second half of the 20th century revolutionized all 
industrial production and propelled a period of economic and industrial growth 
without precedent in Europe and developed countries. This also provoked 
a profound change in the organization of production and in concepts of 
qualification (Touraine, 1955), based until then on the classical industrial crafts 
and professions (Friedmann, 1974). The industrial and economic expansion of 
the second half of the 20th century, based on electronic automation, needed 
a much more skilled labour force, although with different skills: this was the 
time of the specialist worker, much more flexible, with a more subordinate 
and automated relationship to the machine (Sánchez, 1976). In this period 
this relationship was interpreted as lacking in skill in comparison with the 
preparation and skills of the industrial trades and professions from the period 
immediately before (Bravermann, 1974). It is in this period, in the beginning 
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of the 1970s, when the principal European countries constructed their systems 
of training as we know them today.

The spread of the new information technologies, especially computing, have 
again revolutionized the forms of production and have placed the training systems 
that were constructed in the 1970s into crisis (Altmann, 1982). Currently, 
vocational training in all of Europe is going through a process of reflection 
and change to adapt to the new challenges of a post-industrial, increasingly 
globalized economy (Boyer, 1998), leading to the so-called «knowledge society» 
(Drucker, 2003).

These briefly described phases have also marked the evolution of vocational 
training in Spain, but with some specifically Spanish characteristics given the 
political and economic context of the country (Merino, 2005).

The weakness of the beginnings of Spanish industrialization, very concentrated 
in the Basque Country and Catalonia, and the political and social turbulence 
of the 19th century did not permit the development of a proper vocational 
training system. The few industrial companies of this period learned to develop 
(internally) the skills they needed for their work force, without a significant 
contribution from the state, as in the French model, nor from corporative 
business organizations (trade associations and chambers of commerce) as in 
the German model. This model of the self-organization of a skilled workforce 
on the part of the company has marked the evolution of vocational training and 
currently still has strong roots.

The few centres that imparted training were non-profit institutions, dedicated 
to the «development» of workers, or of a religious character and followed the 
social doctrine of the Catholic Church. Outside of these institutions, the few 
examples of training activities in Spain were concentrated above all in the 
Basque Country and Catalonia, such as, for example, the initiative on the part 
of some large companies to create professional schools for their apprentices, 
the creation at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th of 
the first public schools for vocational training (Escuela del Trabajo [School of 
Work] in Barcelona, in 1913) or collaboration with certain trade guilds. This 
private and charitable character marked the perception of vocational training 
as education for the popular classes and the poor, rather than as a necessity for 
providing the productive system with the skilled labour that it needed.
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After some attempts at the beginning of the 20th century, it was not until 
1955 with what was called the Industrial Law, that a complete industrial 
vocational training was designed under the concepts of the national state-
syndicalist model of the Franco regime (Martínez Usarralde, 2002). The 
vertical syndicalist organization of the regime and the Catholic Church both 
played a very important role in the shaping of a system of vocational training 
that had a dual aim: integrate the workers into the Francoist system, faced with 
the first organized strikes by workers, and supply skilled trainees to incipient 
industry promoted by Francoism. In this period, training was structured on 
three levels: the «pre-apprenticeship» (two years), the «oficialia» [official] 
(three years) and the «maestria» [the masters] (two years), oriented toward 
providing a parallel training system for workers.

However, it would not be until 1963 when the new model would be put into 
practice, although with little state financing. Thus, the new vocational training 
remained in the hands of religious orders, the vertical trade unions and large 
companies, which, in need of skilled labour, created their own schools for 
apprenticeship. It was a long, generally practical training of a comprehensive 
type, combining technical subjects with others of general themes to promote 
personal development, structuring the complete career of a worker. In a country 
with very low levels of education, with practically no tradition of vocational 
training and with industry in expansion in the 1960s, this model of vocational 
training was quickly approved of by businesses and valued by the population. 
Vocational training offered the hope of mobility, although minor, for the 
children of workers and provided a training oriented toward work and at the 
same time educative. In fact, until just a few decades ago, the majority of mid-
level managers of many companies or owners of small industrial workshops 
came from the generations that received this industrial vocational training.

The impact of the new model went so deep that the conception of vocational 
training, centred on the industrial sector as an alternative course to general 
education for the children of workers, has been dominant for the entire second 
half of the 20th century.

In those years, in Europe and from organisations such as the OECD, the 
utility of the conception of vocational training of many years as an alternative 
course of study for the training of workers began to be put in doubt. The 
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skills needed for automated production required going in a different direction 
(Homs, 1979).

The General Act on Education of 1970 (Ley General de Educación, 1970) 
tried to tap into these new currents in Europe and proposed the renovation of 
the existing model of vocational training. In the initial approach presented in 
the White Paper of 1969 (MEC, 1969), the new concept of vocational training 
which was then in vogue in Europe was incorporated. Vocational training would 
no longer have the function of an alternative course of study for workers, but 
rather had to constitute the steps needed to prepare young people leaving the 
educational system at different levels with a specialized training and adapted 
to the needs of business so that they could integrate into the labour market.

The economic «boom» of the 1960s had broadened the industrial base of the 
Spanish economy in addition to creating a service sector that began to emerge 
as a key to the economy. A labour force with higher levels of general education 
and a much more flexible vocational training was needed. The law proposed 
three paths: FPI (Vocational Training level I), obligatory for those that did not 
obtain a certificate of completion of compulsory education, the FPII (Vocational 
Training level II), upon finalizing secondary education, and FPIII (Vocational 
Training level III), which in the end, never happened. The priority at that time 
was not vocational training, but rather making primary education widespread 
and lengthening schooling incorporating some basic vocational content. The 
law of 1970 was focused on these last aspects.

But this conception, ahead of its time, directly conflicted with the interests 
of the sectors which had the most influence in the old model of industrial 
vocational training. In the parliamentary debate on the law, still during the 
Francoist regime, the sectors closest to the Church and the vertical trade 
unions managed to reorient the initial proposals with the aim of maintaining 
the structure of a parallel course of study for the intellectually or economically 
disadvantaged sectors of the society, over whom they intended to maintain 
their influence. The paths became a secondary route, just as vocational training 
had been until then.

The result was the overlapping of models full of contradictions which made 
their subsequent deployment difficult. This did not fully happen until 1976, the 
year in which the effects of the first oil crisis of the 1970s began to be felt. The 
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lack of financing of the law, the resistance to reform and the political weakness 
of the regime which was tottering meant a chaotic application of the law in the 
area of vocational training, with constant delays and corrections.

Added to this situation were some controversial measures of the law, such as 
for example, the existence of two qualifications upon finishing Basic General 
Education, the Certificate of Basic Education and the Basic General Education 
Diploma (Certificate of School Attendance), and the obligation for those that 
did not obtain the Graduado Escolar to continue their studies with vocational 
training of the first level. As a result, the loss of prestige of vocational training 
spread rapidly, particularly in regard to the first levels, despite the large number 
of students that acceded to some type of vocational training.

At that same time, France and Germany were carrying out reforms to 
consolidate their modern systems of vocational training, after a long period of 
classic vocational training being in force during the whole period of economic 
expansion of the 1960s (Maurice, 1982). Classic vocational training had 
become a key element in the policies of the developed welfare states after the 
Second World War, offering a path to social mobility for the working class 
which, from a political, social and economic perspective enjoyed one of the 
greatest periods of well-being in all of history. 

In those years, work and workers were still a central value in European welfare 
societies, and the qualification constituted a mechanism for assessing the value 
of work and improving the competitiveness of their economies. The modern 
systems of training in Europe were built over this positive experience based on 
this pairing of qualification-vocational training.

In Spain, however, the classic industrial vocational training did not have enough 
time to consolidate itself and, although it also coincided with a period of 
economic expansion and of social mobility of workers, the lack of liberty, a 
practically non-existent welfare state, with little investment in social policies, 
and business and trade union organizations controlled politically by the regime 
and incapable of playing a structuring role in labour relations, did not contribute 
to the development of vocational training. The reform of the General Act on 
Education (LGE) was only half-done and poorly applied. In these conditions it 
was difficult to consolidate the new concepts of training-qualification. 
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Despite this, the General Act on Education of 1970 contributed two important 
elements to vocational training. In the first place, it integrated vocational 
training into the educational system, connecting it with general education. It 
also integrated a wide range of training activities dispersed across different 
ministries (for example, health training) and others that had only existed as 
non-formal training in the private sector, for example, all administrative and 
business training. (In the previous period practically each ministry had had its 
own system of vocational training.)

The second positive element was the introduction of the message that young 
people had to continue studying after Basic General Education, whether it was 
vocational training or the baccalaureate (university preparation). Although the 
economic situation of the following years provided a favourable context for 
the lengthening of secondary schooling, the law laid the groundwork for this 
prolongation of studies.

	 1.3.	 Modern vocational training

Some 15 years would have to pass before the 1990 General Law on the Education 
System (LOGSE) would attempt, with the country now in full democracy, a new 
modernizing reform of vocational training. But meanwhile, Spain had suffered 
a severe employment crisis that disrupted the behaviour of the population in 
regards to education and training.

		  The modernizing impulse of the LOGSE

The exhaustion of the Francoist model of development, the opening of the 
economy to external markets with the arrival of democracy and the effects of 
the oil crisis all joined together to produce a complete closure of the labour 
market. Spain went from an unemployment rate of 5 percent in 1977 to 21 
percent in 1985 (Fina, 1987). The generations of the demographic «boom» of 
the 1960s, which began to join the labour market specifically in these years, 
found no other options other than to continue studying, as their possibilities of 
finding work were virtually nil.

Before the poor reputation that the reform of vocational training of the first 
level had under the General Act on Education, the most certain path for those 
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The number of employed during the mid-1970s was not exceeded in a 
consolidated manner until the second quarter of 1996, as between the 
fourth quarter of 1992 and the second of 1996 it was again below the 
limits of the first half of the 1970s after a few years of growth. Starting 
then, employment grew continuously until the last quarter of 2007, when 
the effect of a new crisis was felt. This evolution in employment can be 
seen in graph 4.1. 

The behavioural norms, of both the business class and the active population, 
and particularly that of new generations that integrated into the labour market 
during these years, developed in conditions of surplus labour. Some of those 
norms, such as for example, seeing the job as no longer a job for life, or 
the precariousness of contracts, or the lengthening of schooling, have sunk 
such deep roots in the behaviour of economic and social actors that they are 
today essentially institutionalized and, in some ways, form part of the socio-
cultural framework of the Spanish labour market. The demands for training 
and skills from the population and businesses are influenced by this critical 
perception of employment.

Graph 4.1 
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During the years of high unemployment rates, initial vocational training, 
occupational training and the overall educational system played a role in 
retraining individuals faced with the lack of demand for workers from the 
economy. This recourse to education and training led to a significant increase 
in the levels of education of the population. In such circumstances it was 
difficult to guide individuals based on demand in the labour market, as this 
demand was very weak. 

This situation repeats itself in all countries and periods in which the demand 
for workers on the part of business is less than the existing supply in the 
market. In such periods it is difficult to develop systems of vocational training. 
However, starting in the middle of the 1990s, the development of the subsystem 
of continuing training accompanied the strong growth in demand for skilled 
workers on the part of business and this contributed to consolidating the 
modernization of initial training, as was explained in the chapter dedicated to 
a review of the history of the evolution of the system of training.

In addition to the historically high levels of unemployment, the second 
characteristic of the Spanish labour market is the volatility of cycles, in 
other words, the ease with which in just a few months the economy passes 
from the destruction of employment to its creation, and vice versa. This is 
disorienting for the training system and the population, as no one knows 
what to expect as the demand for skills changes with the economic cycle.

Since the 1970s, the length of economic cycles in Spain have been quite 
short, around five years, with the exception of the most recent which has 
lasted nearly 13 years. Therefore, the training system does not have time to 
adapt to the new short-term demands of the labour market. This fact, plus the 
inertia of a system of vocational training not given to sudden restructurings 
and the predominance of generic over specialized training, provokes a 
constant distance between the demand in the labour market and supply from 
the system of initial training.

One might ask, however, if this distancing in the Spanish case constitutes a 
difficulty or not in delivering the skilled workers that the market demands. If 
there is to be a better match between supply and demand, this would require 
a highly versatile system, capable of predicting changes in the course of 
the labour market and adapting to them rapidly, because if not the system 
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would always be maladapted, behind the evolution of the labour market. 
Given that the Spanish system of vocational training does not possess this 
versatility and is not capable of reacting rapidly to the changing needs of the 
labour market, its conception of basic vocational training, little specialized 
from an occupational perspective, does not represent a serious difficulty for 
providing the skills demanded by the labour market.

In this context, companies have become accustomed to «doing the qualification 
in-house», in other words, recruiting personnel with a specific level of basic 
education and with certain aptitudes and attitudes needed for the work, and 
constructing the occupational skills they need through the informal transmission 
of accumulated experience in the productive process of the company. The co-
workers of the newly recruited employees and mid-level management play an 
important role in this procedure.

Finally, the third characteristic refers to the low skill levels of the Spanish 
productive fabric. As was seen in previous chapters, 49.6 percent (in 2007) of 
the Spanish population from 25 to 64 years of age only completed the first stage 
of secondary education (compulsory secondary education), in comparison 
with 29.2 percent in the broader European Union. The Spanish productive 
model has historically not been very demanding on matters of qualification, 
although this must be qualified as the Spanish labour market has suffered a 
shortage of skilled workers at certain times and an excess at others.

	 4.2.	 Skills management and the labour market

In part, as consequence of the characteristics of the labour market, Spain has 
undergone a change in the model of management of the workforce and its 
skills, which has had important repercussions on training needs. In concrete, 
Spain has gone from a model of management of an unskilled workforce to 
one of a skilled workforce. Below the implications of each of these models 
will be examined in greater depth.

		�  From the management of an unskilled workforce  
to that of a skilled workforce

Until the 1980s it can be said that there existed a model of management for 
an unskilled workforce in Spain (Homs, 1987). The economic boom of the 
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1960s overwhelmed the structural rigidity imposed by the Francoist regime 
and facilitated disorderly growth through the management of an unskilled 
workforce which emigrated from the countryside to the city. The incipient 
clandestine trade union movement was more concerned with organizing 
under the difficult conditions of the dictatorship and in attending to wage and 
hiring demands than in dealing with issues related to skills and qualifications. 
The serious delay in Spain on educational matters and in the establishment 
of a welfare state also did not favour the development of the European model 
for the management of a skilled labour force.

Businesses had to improvise the skills of their industrial workers to face the 
great need for personnel generated by the strong economic expansion of those 
years. They started with a preindustrial labour force, basically agricultural, 
with very low levels of basic education, lacking any professional skills, 
with no type of vocational training, and which acquired skills directly from 
experience.

In those years the Spanish path to skills and qualifications which traditionally 
dominated during the first stages of industrialization and which still 
maintains a strong influence today was consolidated: the company solution. 
In other words, each firm, directly through work, generated the skills that 
it needed with the support of middle management and more experienced 
personnel. This resulted in rigid skills, adapted to immediate needs, not 
really transferable from one firm to another, not formally recognized, and 
dependent on the quality of the work and the demand for quality within the 
company or its position in the market.

When Europe was constructing a model for the management of a skilled 
workforce, based on a trained workforce, Spain was improvising a model 
of management for an unskilled workforce based on direct on-the-job 
training. This was, therefore, the management of an unskilled workforce on 
the part of managers, who in general, were also not formally «qualified», 
and in the context of increasingly conflictive labour relations which, among 
other consequences, gave priority to commitment to the firm as a factor in 
promotion to mid-level management.

This situation changed with the crisis of the mid-1970s. The reaction of 
companies trying to adapt to the new competitive conditions led to innovation 
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in the areas of market strategies, product policies, the organization of work 
and also workforce management policies.

Regarding the organization of work, qualifications and workforce management, 
the process of change was so intense and deep that we can speak of the 
appearance of a new model for workforce management in Spanish businesses 
starting in the 1980s. This change consisted in a demand, on the part of 
business, for a workforce with a complete education plus vocational training of 
intermediate or advanced levels to cover the jobs in production (Homs, 1987). 
In the formal part of the economy, greater internal and external competitiveness 
led to a reorganization of production strategies and accelerated investment in 
technology which provoked important changes in the organization of work.

In some sectors, which had been labour intensive until then, the significant 
investment in technology considerably reduced the weight of labour costs 
in the final unit cost of the product, leading to the establishment of a new 
policy of labour management based on versatility, on flexibility and on 
higher skills. This was the case, for example, in the textile industry (Homs, 
1988). In Spain, in other sectors, for example the automotive industry, 
a clear restructuring of the organization of work with the enrichment of 
some jobs took place based on the incorporation of quality control, simple 
maintenance and the organization of assembly islands and work groups 
in important parts of the production chain. In the case of the chemical 
sector, the automation of new facilities required higher skill levels for plant 
operators and new relationships with technical personnel. This led to a crisis 
in the traditional hierarchy in the sector, centred on mid-level management 
(Homs, 1989).

In other industrial sectors similar tendencies were produced, such as in 
machine tool production, or in services such as banking and commerce 
(Homs, 1987). All these constitute examples of the new model that was 
taking shape and which principally affected the largest companies which 
had important investments in technology, a favourable market situation 
and a competitive strategy to face competition from outside the Spanish 
economy.

The new model could be considered skilled workforce management and 
incorporated the same characteristics that had been repeated in other European 
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countries, although new tendencies were becoming evident that were 
pointing toward a different model, one of so-called competence management 
(Kern, 1988), of which more will be said later and which was also later 
introduced into the productive fabric of Spain. Thus, Spain has gone from a 
model of management of an unskilled workforce to a model of competence 
management.

In the 1990s, the model of a skilled workforce was consolidated, although 
limited to the scope of large firms and to highly competitive small and 
medium-sized businesses, as well as to determined sectors. At the other 
extreme were the small companies in the hidden or semi-hidden economy, 
very labour intensive, whose competitiveness in the market was based 
on maintaining a differential in labour costs and, therefore, they tried to 
maintain at all cost the previous model of management based on an unskilled 
workforce.

Some companies, though they largely follow a model of management based 
on a skilled workforce do so in an ambiguous manner as certain of their 
economic activities may still be managed through a model which relies on an 
unskilled workforce (for example, in construction and textiles). Thus, there 
is an interrelationship between the two models of workforce management. 
Nevertheless, the model of a skilled workforce has ended up being imposed 
culturally, though with significant contradictions and difficulties.

		  Management of a skilled workforce 

In Spain, the supply of young people trained in the middle of the employment 
crisis during the second half of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s 
played an important role in the process of change toward the model of skilled 
workforce management.

In the period from 1975 to 1990 an important process of substitution in the 
labour force took place, practically unique in all of Europe, and which can 
be divided into two phases: The first, between 1975 and 1985, was a phase of 
serious crisis in which almost two million jobs were destroyed. The second, 
between 1985 and 1990 was a phase of expansion where exactly the same 
number of jobs was recovered.
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Thus, in the first phase, the reaction of companies to the crisis was to reduce the 
work force. However, the workers affected were not always those that presented 
the most problems in retraining. In these conditions, training was not used in the 
majority of situations, either to retrain the remaining personnel or to adapt to the 
new productive situation. Business instead reorganized jobs as a way of adapting 
the characteristics of their personnel to the new necessities of production.

But during this period in which businesses made a great effort to modernize, 
their labour forces aged considerably. These were also 10 years of internal 
reorganization of company labour forces, with virtually no hiring externally.

The policy of cutting the workforce reduced the rigidity caused by the previous 
model of an unskilled workforce, incapable of adapting to technological 
innovations. However, the social costs, both collective and individual, were 
very high. It must be remembered that the generation that was cut from the 
workforce in those years was the same generation that had been involved in 
the great industrial development of the 1960s.

In addition, if this business policy was possible in a moment of significant 
decline in production, it was not so easy to maintain it in a phase of expansion. 
Because of this, in the later phase, from 1985 to 1990, the problem of the 
limited skills of the workforce became worse and new policies began to 
be developed based on developing a skilled workforce, whether through 
vocational training or the reorganization of work with greater attention paid 
to the qualifications of the workforce.

In the second phase, which began with the change in the trend in the labour 
market beginning in 1985, when an improvement in economic markets was 
consolidated and the modernization of businesses speeded up, a period of 
strong growth in the creation of employment began and there even appeared, 
strangely enough, some tensions in the labour market for the intensity of the 
new recruitment of manpower. Even so, this phase of expansion coexisted 
with a high rate of unemployment (more than 20 percent) and with a general 
situation of surplus labour. For certain businesses there now began to appear 
some difficulties in hiring workers because of the lack of adequate manpower 
due to the intense sectoral and occupational changes that had taken place in 
the previous years (Toharia, 2004; Garrido, 1991; García Serrano, 1995; Fina, 
2000; Cuadrado, 2002).
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The combination of high unemployment rates and the difficulties some 
business sectors have in hiring skilled manpower will be a constant throughout 
the evolution of formal qualifications in Spain. The rapidity of the changes, 
the lack of development of vocational training, inertia in the behaviour of the 
population leading toward the extension of schooling, the lack of attractiveness 
of the working conditions offered in the labour market in a situation of surplus 
labour and the increase in «discouraged» workers among the unemployed, who 
find themselves having to adapt to precarious labour in the hidden economy 
are factors which explain the apparently contradictory coexistence of a high 
level of unemployment and a lack of qualified manpower.

However, the most important characteristic of this second phase is that in 
the moment in which businesses returned to the outside labour market they 
found themselves with a totally different labour force than the one they had 
cutback in preceding years. A labour force in which young people with high 
educational levels (general secondary education, vocational training and 
university studies) were abundant and with a different culture in regards 
to work. It must be remembered that these were the years in which young 
people trained in the new vocational education and training programmes of 
the General Act on Education entered the labour market.

The hiring of these young people, brought about by government policies 
to promote employment and financed with European funds, introduced a 
rapid generational change in companies with strong contrasts, due to the 
inexistence of an intermediate generation that would have been incorporated 
between 1975 and 1985, but was not because of the freeze in the workforce. 
The massive incorporation of young people into the Spanish productive 
system, without the existence of this intermediate generation that would 
have acted as a bridge and assured a more nuanced transition, meant a real 
and deep rupture with the whole prior culture of work (Kruse, 1990).

The new generation, with a much more complete basic training and with a 
more competitive attitude, revealed a greater capacity to adapt to the changing 
processes that businesses were living. This, together with the development 
of new concepts of production, generated an important transformation in 
the policies of workforce management. Companies began to demand skilled 
labour with formal qualifications in their hiring policies.
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The importance that the existence of abundant manpower with intermediate 
and advanced training had in the precise moment in which companies across 
the board turned again to hiring must be insisted upon. This circumstance 
introduced new perspectives in the analysis of the relationship between 
education and employment and on the influence exerted by the supply of 
educated and trained persons from the educational system in the shaping of 
the human resource policies of business (Béduwé, 2003).

The skills potential that young people contributed to businesses was, in many 
cases, well above what the organization of work offered at that moment. The 
boom of the «new economy» had still not yet happened. In other words, at that 
moment, the supply of skilled manpower acted as a stimulus for organizational 
change, as different studies of that period have observed, as in the case of the 
requalification of workers in the chemical sector or intermediate personnel 
in sectors undergoing strong expansion, as for example the commercial 
distribution of food products (Homs, 1993).

The new model of workforce management was based on much more 
selective hiring policies, favoured by the surplus labour available in the 
labour market. Businesses required minimum levels of general secondary 
education with initial vocational training, generally of intermediate level, 
for any basic job in production. In addition to work experience, businesses 
began to use continuing training as an element determining qualification 
for work, and, in general, professionalized the criteria for promotion, 
which came to be based more on professional competencies. Mobility and 
versatility were also characteristics of the new management model.

Thus, both from the demand side for skilled workers as well as that of the 
supply of skilled workers, for an important sector of the Spanish economy 
significant pressures for a change in the organization of work could be 
seen, leading to a rethinking of Taylorist organization and with important 
repercussions for the skill levels of the workforce and on management.

Nevertheless, the changes could not be seen across the board in all 
companies, as was mentioned before. Until well into the 1990s we cannot 
speak of the existence of a general discourse, whether on the part of business 
or trade unions, centred on a new approach for labour relations. Even so, 
the strategy of workforce management was now evident in businesses and 
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in vital economic sectors, as numerous empirical studies of this period have 
confirmed (Prieto, 1988).

Diverse factors can explain this difficulty. The rapidity of the changes perhaps 
impeded the social and economic actors from having sufficient time to become 
conscious of what was happening. In addition, the traditional weakness of 
intermediary organizations and institutions in the labour market in Spain also 
made the spread of the changes, collective decision-making and the development 
of resources that would facilitate innovations within business more difficult.

The dominant discourse on the modernization of the productive structure was 
almost exclusively centred on the need for technological innovation to make 
up for the backwardness that Spain has traditionally suffered from. To this 
discourse was later added the promotion of the design and commercialization 
of Spanish products in foreign markets, and the improvement of quality. 
Aspects related to human resources and improvements in the organization of 
work only appeared later, in a limited form and in reduced circles that were 
encouraging new models of management.

In this way during those years a skills model was built that has lasted until today 
and which can be categorized as a «home made» model made by business, from 
an abundant labour supply with a high learning capacity developed through 
compulsory and post-compulsory secondary education, but not very specialized 
in regards to the specific needs of each firm. From this base, companies construct 
the skills they need. As specialization is generally produced in the final phase of 
the integration of young people into the firm, Spanish companies have become 
accustomed to not demanding excessive specialization in the outside labour 
market, but instead a determined learning capacity.

In function of what they find in the labour market, according to the moment 
in the economic cycle and the training supply in each historical moment, 
Spanish companies have learned to distinguish between the capacities 
that general basic education, secondary education, the baccalaureate and 
university studies offer. What is currently most available in the market are 
individuals who have a secondary education, though not backed up by a 
certificate, and individuals with some university level studies, though also 
not backed up by a degree or diploma. Industrial businesses prefer to look for 
personnel with vocational training, above all with advanced training, as such 
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individuals already possess the baccalaureate. Since this profile is scarce 
among the supply, businesses can, as a second option, turn to candidates with 
a baccalaureate if the specialization needed is not very high, or to persons 
with university studies although they have not completed their studies.

As young people have tried to obtain higher degrees or certificates to better 
face the difficulties of the labour market and to place themselves in better 
professional positions, university degrees have become more abundant in the 
labour market. The result is underemployment for individuals with higher 
levels of education and training based on their taking positions below the 
level of qualification they obtained in the educational system (Oliver, 2003). 
The supply of labour contributes to maintaining entry level wages low and 
reduces discrimination between levels. The difference in entry level salaries 
between a young person with vocational training and a young person with 
university level studies is quite small (ANECA, 2007).

Business is not very insistent in its demand for a high level of specialization, 
as they construct the skills they need either from levels of learning or 
through broader specializations such as those offered by the educational 
system. In this way, a certain symbiosis is produced between the not very 
specialized educational and training supply and the not very exigent demand 
for specialization which feed off each other. 

Unstable and difficult to find jobs and not very demanding of specialized skills 
schematically sums up the manpower requirements of the Spanish productive 
system. Starting in the last years of the 20th century the dynamic of the labour 
market introduced new elements that have to be taken into account.

	 4.3.	 The skills needs of business

The lengthening of the last economic cycle of strong employment growth, 
between 1994 and 2007, has generated a new situation, to the extent that it has 
coincided with the integration into the labour market of smaller generations, 
born starting with the crisis of the mid-1970s.

The creation of more that 8,400,000 jobs during this period exhausted the 
Spanish labour market and required the importation of foreign labour in 
many sectors and for many skill levels.
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During the period of expansion of recent decades, the skills model underwent 
a major upheaval. The Spanish labour market was incapable of supplying the 
manpower necessary with adequate formal qualifications, and the productive 
fabric had to again improvise the skills needed with an immigrant labour 
force with low or even inadequate skills in some cases. All the advances 
achieved in the preceding decades, with the construction of a skilled 
workforce through consolidated educational levels and complemented by 
specializations within the workplace, were threatened by a reduction in the 
quality of services or final product.

The most exemplary case is that of the hotel and restaurant sector, where, to 
avoid an increase in wages, businesses have hired immigrants with minimal 
skills and often with only elementary knowledge of the language. This situation 
illustrates the degree of fragility of the previously constructed model, the 
shortcomings of the system of training in its responsibility for the production 
of the skills necessary for the productive fabric and the shortcomings of this 
in maintaining the criteria of quality and professionalism that seemed to have 
been consolidated, at minimum, in the competitive sectors of the economy.

The Spanish labour market is also characterized by low efficiency in the use 
of skilled manpower. Some studies calculate for Catalonia, a loss of talent 
of 22.72 percent (with an even higher loss of talent among women – 28.31 
percent). This calculation of loss of talent is obtained by summing up the 
number of persons with higher studies that are inactive, unemployed and 
underemployed (CIREM, 2007).

The capacity of the training system to supply a greater number of persons 
with intermediate and advanced level qualifications will be key in the 
transformation of the skills model, as the current model has clear limitations. 
In what follows these limitations and some possible ways to overcome them 
will be examined with more detail.

		�  The low level of qualifications and the lack of intermediate  
level qualifications

In comparison with the skills model that dominates in Europe, Spain presents an 
overabundance of manpower with little skills or low-level formal qualifications 
and a lack of manpower with intermediate level formal qualifications. In graph 
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4.2 we can see how the figure which represents the skills models of the 27 
countries of the European Union and the figure which represents the Spanish 
model are total opposites. The member countries of the Union have, on average, 
23.2 percent of the population between 25 and 64 years of age with a low 
educational level, which corresponds to primary school education and the first 
cycle of secondary education (in other words, compulsory secondary education). 
In contrast, in Spain this proportion is 42.4 percent, practically double. The 
most spectacular data is the weight of the intermediate levels, those which 
correspond to the second cycle of general education and vocational training, 
which in Europe is the largest groups making up 48.9 percent of the population 
(almost half) while, in contrast, in Spain the number is 23.1 percent (les than 
half the European average). Spain has a higher percentage of its population at 
the advanced level (34.5 percent) than the European average (27.8 percent).

In other words, in Europe the qualifications level of the productive system 
sit on a base of a workforce with intermediate level qualifications, while in 
Spain it is based on a combination of low and advanced qualifications. One 
might think that this situation is due to the historical inheritance of low skills, 
constructed over very elementary educational levels, but if we construct the 
same graph with only the population between 25 and 29 years of age, the 
same situation appears and the differences with Europe are even greater. For 
this age group, Europe has 16.2 percent with low levels, 50.5 percent with 
intermediate levels and 32.9 percent with high levels. In contrast, Spain again 
presents the hourglass figure: 33.1 percent possess low level qualifications, 
26.7 percent intermediate levels and 40.3 percent high levels.

The trend is the same for the European average as for Spain: decline in the low 
levels and growth in the others, but with greater intensity in advanced levels 
than in the intermediate. The difference, however, is the structure of this 
distribution. Among the recent Spanish generations the same schema as in 
the overall population continues being reproduced. An excessive percentage 
of young people with low levels of education and training continue entering 
the labour market.

If this is compared to the situation in other European countries, such as 
Germany, France, Italy and the United Kingdom, the differences remain. 
All these countries have more than 40 percent of the employed population 
with an intermediate level of qualifications, and in the case of young people 
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this percentage is even slightly higher. The case of Germany is even more 
striking, with 67.4 percent of young people having intermediate level 
qualifications. While in regards to young people with higher qualifications, 
just as in Spain, France and the United Kingdom have a percentage above 40 
percent. Germany and Italy, in contrast, are around 20 percent.

In other words, Germany, with 28.1 percent of the employed population with 
higher qualifications, can maintain one of the strongest economies in Europe 
and the world, because 60.5 percent of the employed population has very solid 
intermediate level qualifications. This reveals a high level of efficiency and 
productivity in its productive fabric and in its system of vocational training.

Therefore, the Spanish problem is not principally one of an excess of individuals 
with higher qualifications, but rather the incapacity of the system of training to 
encourage and produce primarily intermediate level qualifications, basically 
a result of the large number of young people that do not obtain a certificate 
of completion of compulsory secondary education, and that therefore, cannot 
continue studying.

Graph 4.2 

Skills models in Europe and Spain 
Year 2007
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The sum of the population with intermediate and advanced level qualifications 
represents 76.7 percent of the total of the employed population in Europe, while 
in Spain this total is 57.6 percent of the employed population. The difference is 
found then, in this difference of almost 20 points. In other words, although there 
are a high percentage of persons with higher studies in Spain, the general skills 
level of the population is comparatively low.

Faced with this situation, as we saw above, companies have used manpower with 
higher degrees or certification (that which is available), instead of demanding a 
greater supply of manpower with intermediate level formal qualifications; this 
has given rise to an inefficient skills model and with resulting low productivity. 
However, it is necessary to qualify this last statement, given the spectacular leap 
the Spanish economy has made in the last 30 years, as probably the abundance of 
professionals with high learning capacity, propelled by their higher qualifications, 
explains at least in part, the capacity for adaptation to change and the growth 
that the Spanish economy and society has lived through during all these years. 

In Spain, the change in the skills model has been made more difficult by 
the characteristics of what has been the dominant productive fabric up 
to now, which has a dual structure, with some highly competitive sectors 
in international markets and others of low productivity and very labour 
intensive that have played a leading role in the strong growth of recent years. 
The highly competitive sectors, when they need more skilled personnel, use 
manpower with advanced level qualifications, while the low productivity 
sectors do not need skilled labour and hire either young people leaving the 
educational system without any formal qualifications or immigrant labour 
which arrives without any recognized qualifications.

Table  4.1

Employed population of 25 to 29 years of age by educational  
level and country

EDUCATIONAL 
LEVEL  
(ISCED 97)

EU-27 GERMANY SPAIN FRANCE ITALY UNITED 
KINGDOM

0-2 16.2 10.6 33.1 12.6 27.0 14.0

3-4 50.5 67.4 26.7 42.7 55.2 43.7

5-6 32.9 22.0 40.3 44.7 17.7 41.6

Source: Eurostat.
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This situation has worked in the context of a surplus supply of labour, but since 
the beginning of this century the limitations and dangers of this model in a context 
of a disappearing surplus of labour in the labour market, due to population crisis 
and strong growth in employment have been confirmed. If the intention is to 
encourage a change in the productive model to one that is based more on the highly 
competitive sectors, the qualifications of the manpower available in the labour 
market would be a fundamental variable in its success. Clearly, in the Spanish 
labour market there is currently not a sufficient supply of qualified manpower to 
sustain a new period of employment growth if it is be based on skilled jobs.

The growth in manpower with formal qualifications cannot be based on the 
continuing growth of advanced level qualifications, which have already reached 
a certain level of saturation, but will rather have to be based on the growth of 
intermediate level qualifications, in other words, of the baccalaureate and the 
intermediate cycles of vocational training.

In response to the question about the level of adequacy of the vocational 
training system to the skills needs of the labour market two conclusions can 
be made in summary form. The first is the verification of a lack of individuals 
with intermediate level qualifications in the labour market, fruit of a mutual 
adaptation between a low demand for formal qualifications on the part of 
the productive system and the lack of supply from the training system. The 
factor that can aid in overcoming this limitation of the system of education 
and training is an improvement of results in compulsory secondary education 
which would lead to a substantial increase in the number of young people 
who accede to intermediate level training cycles. The second conclusion is 
that the system faces the challenge of improving the adequacy of the training 
offer to the needs of the labour market, through the introduction of measures 
that will allow for the adaptation of this offer to the changing conditions of 
the market. This is the issue that will be dealt with next.

		�  The adequacy of the education and training offered to  
the needs of the market

The little specialization in initial vocational training has, as we have seen, 
both advantages and disadvantages. The behaviour of the Spanish labour 
market means that these disadvantages can be overcome with the closer 
involvement of business in the education and training offered.
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A key aspect in this sense is the continual adaptation of content to the changes and 
evolution of the skills requirements of the productive fabric. To attain this better 
adaptation is not a question of trying to alter the current content, but instead of 
formalizing the process of adapting the skills needed to accede to employment, 
reducing it to the concrete needs of the job. This could have positive effects on 
both business productivity and on the working conditions of the newly hired.

This increased efficiency in the process of adaptation of content can be 
approached from different perspectives which will be explained below.

A first strategy could consist in increasing the period of on-the-job training for 
students in vocational training cycles and spread on-the-job training to all the 
vocational training programmes, both initial as well as employment training, 
with the aim being that students will have a longer period of apprenticeship in 
companies and can therefore acquire the competencies specific to a concrete 
job. For their part, businesses could provide specialization, based on their 
needs, to the students before their hiring.

A second option is the initiative of the Basque government with the programme 
«Ikasi eta Lan», through which they offer significant subsidies to companies 
that hire students while they are learning under conditions which permit them to 
combine study and work; in this way the programme facilitates a dual process for 
learning the competencies of the specific job. The evaluation of this programme 
and its possible establishment throughout the country would be an important 
change in the transition from traditional occupational training in Spain.

A third route could consist in bringing initial vocational training closer to 
occupational training, in a way that it would provide continuing training 
from a cycle of initial training plus an adaptation with an occupational 
module, in collaboration with a specific company with the aim of assuring 
the incorporation of the young person into the job. This option would require 
overcoming the institutional and administrative barriers that are delaying the 
establishment and spread of integrated vocational training centres, and in 
such a way that the centres could offer both subsystems of training and have 
a much closer relationship with employers.

In any case, all of these strategies necessitate a much closer relationship between 
companies and vocational training centres. To achieve this type of relationship 
the intermediary bodies between the business associations and trade unions will 
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have to be strengthened. These training centres and public institutions promote 
and coordinate the supply and demand for vocational training. The promotion 
of these types of collective bodies over possible individual interests, as direct 
providers of each component of training, would facilitate coordination on the 
ground of the training offered and its adequacy to the needs of business.

A fourth course of action consists in improving the vocational guidance that is 
offered to young people and their families. Young people choose their training 
specialty in function of many parameters, among which stand out perceptions 
about future professions. Thus, young people choose those specialties which 
they think provide more options and avoid those which they believe have no 
future. This perception is based on different sources, from stereotypes spread 
by the media and by public opinion, to experiences acquired in immediate 
circles, whether with family, friends or in the local environment.

The professions with little attraction because of their working conditions 
or their poor social image, or those that are perceived to have little future 
have serious difficulties in filling all the places in their respective training 
courses. That is how the reduced number of students in the textile family or 
in construction can be understood although the capacity for absorption on the 
part of the labour market is much greater than the number of young people 
who obtain the corresponding certificates. Improvement in guidance and in 
knowledge of the labour market on the part of young people and their families 
would permit a greater match between the supply and demand for training.

In fifth place, the real integration of occupational and continuing training in 
a single subsystem of continuing training, directed at both the unemployed 
and the employed would also aid in better matching supply and demand. In 
this sense, the high number of employed persons with low qualification levels 
constitutes an important challenge for the subsystem of continuing training, 
which now that it has gotten a significant number of participants needs to 
prioritize content which will improve individuals’ skills in proportion to the 
direct needs of jobs or of professional expectations. This challenge is in total 
contradiction with the fact that companies do not spend all of the subsidies 
available to them for organizing training for their employees and is also in 
contradiction with the training that is imparted in companies, directed basically 
at improving attitudes instead of knowledge and skills.
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In this way, one of the priorities of the subsystem of training for employment has 
to be getting adult workers with low levels of basic education, both unemployed 
and employed, to follow a programme of retraining that will complement their 
basic education and provide a solid base of training so that they can adapt to the 
technological and organizational changes which will occur in the coming years. 
This requires the design of specific training programmes for this collective, 
both in terms of content as well as methodology, and the application of a 
certification and recognition mechanism in the labour market that will make 
these programmes attractive. Returning again to the recourse of disregarding a 
complete generation with low skill levels by substituting it for a more educated 
and trained population of young people, as was done in the past, will not be 
possible in the future because of a lack of young people in the labour market. 
But, in addition, this solution is costly and socially unjustifiable in a society 
which has the tools and sufficient elements in its system of training to opt for the 
route of the retraining of the weakest collectives in the labour market.

Finally, the massive arrival of new immigrant workers raises a new challenge 
for their integration into the system of training. Immigrants also need their 
skills to be built upon a complete education at different levels plus a specific 
vocational training to avoid returning to the period when skills were constructed 
in the workplace without adequate levels of basic education.

In the coming years the children of immigrants will be entering secondary 
education. With all probability, if compulsory secondary education is not 
improved and cultural patterns related to education and integration into the 
labour market of the parents of these children not strikingly affected, the 
indicators for continuation of post-compulsory studies will not improve or 
will worsen. This would lead to the worst foreseeable scenario for promoting 
change in the Spanish productive model. In contrast, if secondary education 
improves and Spanish and immigrant youth continue studying after they 
complete compulsory education it would be the best opportunity to fill the 
existing skills gap. For this to happen something more than offering places in 
schools will be necessary: there will have to be an improvement in the quality 
of the teaching and the active involvement of the society to change the cultural 
patterns toward education and the integration of the new generations into the 
labour market.
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The adequacy of the training supply to the needs of the productive system 
is more a question of the accessibility of training to new collectives and 
of institutional reforms in the area of the relationship between supply and 
demand than a question of changing content, which despite its importance is 
a comparatively minor issue. 

It must be taken into account that in a scenario in which it will be necessary to 
mobilize a greater number of persons with intermediate and advanced level 
qualifications with the aim of giving impetus to a new productive model, the 
principal manpower reserves available are young people that did not finish 
compulsory secondary education, young people that are underemployed 
but with formal qualifications, women with qualifications, underemployed 
immigrants and adults with a lot of job experience but with low educational 
levels. The most rapid path, and surely the least costly, to generate higher 
qualifications levels and strengthen the adaptation of the system of training 
to the demands of the labour market is to introduce the necessary changes so 
that these collectives can participate in the system of training in a way which 
strengthens their position in the labour market.
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Today, the relationship between the educational and training systems and 
the labour market is based on competencies. In the developed countries in 
the 1980s, a major innovation was produced in the field of training with the 
reorganization of the educational and vocational training systems, until then 
constructed around the attainment of pedagogical objectives, into systems 
for the training of competencies understood as the learning of capacities and 
skills.  From putting the emphasis on educational processes the systems are 
now prioritizing learning outcomes. This innovative conceptual change is 
one of the elements which have permitted all the training systems to evolve 
and adapt to the new social and economic conditions which have emerged 
in recent decades.

The concept of competency emerged in the 1960s, incorporating the objective 
evaluation of learning and the debate about linguistic competencies contributed 
by Chomsky’s theories. The coincidence of the maturation of this concept 
in the educational field and the development of the concept in the field of 
human resources management transformed concepts about learning and the 
orientation of systems of training (Wynne, 1997).

	 5.1.	 From skills to competencies

Starting in the 1980s, diverse European countries, such as the United 
Kingdom and France, began to use the concept of competencies as the basis 
for a new way of managing the workforce called the «competency model» 
which introduced innovations with respect to the previous model of Fordist 
management (Kern, 1988; Boyer, 1998; Friedmann, 1964) of the organization 

	 V.	Learning professional competencies
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of production (Stroobants, 1993).  Businesses began to follow practices which 
tended toward a management of the workforce based on personal capacities 
and skills. The aim was to mobilize the intelligence of the worker and in that 
way go beyond the systems of classification by categories which homogenize 
workers and which do not allow for the recognition of their personal capacities.  
The objective was to improve the management of workforce skills through the 
analysis of specific jobs, to flexibilise them in a context of changing technology 
and permit the recognition of the capacities of the individuals that occupy a 
specific job.

Before going into a definition of what is understood by competencies and 
dealing with some important implications of the debate around this concept, 
the changes in the organization of work facilitated by the appearance of a new 
way of understanding it based precisely on competencies, will be described.

		  Changes in the organization of work

Upheavals in world markets and technological innovations led to increased 
competitiveness and changing regulations in markets. This, combined with 
a new type of workforce with much higher levels of education, provoked a 
reaction in business strategies. As a consequence major transformations in 
the content of work emerged. The management of these effects, such as on 
internal communication and the spirit of service, required new aptitudes and 
attitudes at work.

With technology taking on many of the tasks of the worker, managing incidents 
has become one of the keys to productivity. The worker is no longer evaluated 
based on the execution of set tasks, but rather for his/her capacity to correctly 
resolve in the minimum time possible the incidents of all types that continue 
being produced in the productive process. In this context work transforms into 
the expert action of the individual in the face of incidents. It is the worker who 
has to mobilize his/her capacities, in relationship with other agents, to resolve 
the challenges that arise from unforeseen events. The initiative of the worker 
is key in this new work context (Zarifian, 1999). 

This raises a new relationship with learning from experience. Seniority 
is no longer the principal source of experience, but rather the professional 
enrichment of having experienced and correctly solved incidents. In contrast, 
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routines constitute an important obstacle to the acquisition of this new type 
of experience. It is not only about having experienced incidents, but rather 
having «confronted» them, in other words, having analyzed their components 
in a critical and systematic manner, and having been capable of generating 
preventative action to anticipate new incidents. To do this requires both greater 
learning capacity as well as intellectual aptitudes, normally developed in 
educational systems.

In a situation in which there are many incidents, young people with higher 
education levels can learn more quickly than mature workers, accustomed 
to routines and traditionally excluded from the resolution of incidents in the 
framework of the Fordist model of the division of work.

In addition, although an information and communication system among the 
workforce that participates in the productive process has always been necessary, 
the function of communication as an essential element of work has only been 
recognized very recently. The Fordist organization mediated the internal 
communication of the organization in a system of vertical transmissions of 
orders or of pre-established criteria. However, the quality of interactions within 
the workforce was gaining in importance as a means to improve organizational 
performance. The interactions and communications within a work team, 
within a department, between different departments, between divisions and 
related departments, among different professionals, between the company and 
its clients or between the company and its suppliers are all essential to ensure 
the quality of the products and services or compliance with delivery deadlines 
(Stroobants, 1993).

In this context communication cannot be reduced to a simple «automatic» 
coordination of operations or a simple transference of information. An enriched 
conception of communication brings with it a new form of organization of work. 
The experiences of quality circles, of semi-autonomous groups or problem-
solving groups follow this transformation of the concept of communication. It is 
not only a question of aptitudes for communication or a company’s communication 
policy, but rather the organization of the process of communication upon 
which the organization of work and incidents management is based. But this 
reorganization requires specific communication aptitudes that previously had 
not been valued.
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Finally, if under the Fordist conception work had been related to the concept of 
«producing» a good or service, work will later be progressively conceived as 
a service, apart from the process of terciarization of the developed economies. 
Whether in agriculture, industry or services, work means offering a service. 
The production of service is essential for modern production, it is what gives 
meaning and belonging to both the work and the worker. It is expected that 
the worker provides a service to the client, and this requires certain skills and 
attitudes that were not traditionally valued nor, therefore, did they form a part 
of the training process of the worker.

These transformations convert work into something less linear and less 
homogenous. Now direct communication from the supervisor to the subordinate 
is no longer necessary, as more time is dedicated to establishing criteria in 
coordinating meetings. Work is carried out more in teams, in networks and 
in structured form based on projects. Competitive success continues being 
assured collectively, but there is a greater involvement of the subjectivity of 
each individual. For this to work the new concepts of production require a 
new type of worker, more capable and disposed to mobilize his/her personal 
subjectivity (Iribarne, 1987). What are increasingly valued in the labour market 
are organizational capacities, capacities for communication, ability to work in 
teams and problem solving capacities. Aspects which before were considered 
to belong to the personal sphere of the individual are now integrated into what 
the employer expects the worker to contribute in the workplace. Young people 
that integrate into the labour market with more education and with a more 
individualized personal trajectory are more likely to have this new profile of 
personal competencies.

The strategy for human resources management will increasingly turn on how 
to mobilize the subjectivity of workers. As a result, new instruments, new 
techniques and new proposals will be necessary to motivate, define, recognize, 
reward and organize individual capacities. And it is here where the concept of 
competency or competencies appears most adequate for the construction of 
the new model for human resources management. 

Although it has been a number of years since these transformations in work 
became widespread and consolidated, and though the discourse on competencies 
today dominates in human resources management, these changes are still of 
an unstable and ambivalent character. Perhaps this is because they have still 
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not matured sufficiently, or because there still does not exist a definitively 
established alternative model for the organization of production, or because the 
very characteristics of the changes, oriented toward a greater individualization 
and subjectivity of the organization, make it difficult to construct a single 
model and demand a more heterogeneous, more decentralized model, of 
greater prominence in business solutions, but more difficult to transfer and 
spread.

It is in the context of these transformations where the current popularity of the 
concept of competency and its application to the world of work and training 
has to be understood. Now is the moment to define what is understood by 
competency.

		  The concept of competency

Among specialists there is still not sufficient consensus over the standard 
definition of the term competencies (OECD, 2001; Rope, 1994). The reasons 
for this lack of consensus are diverse. In the first place, the different national 
systems of labour relations have generated concepts which are not always in 
agreement. Secondly, the difficulty of translating key concepts which are rooted 
in the culture of work in each country into other languages (the terms skill 
and competency have different meanings in Germany, France and the United 
Kingdom) does not help in achieving this consensus. In addition there is a lot of 
confusion related to the use of the concept of competency in the development 
of programmes, policy or mechanisms for training and professional mobility. 
Despite all this, in recent years a process of convergence over the concept 
can be observed as collaboration increases between international teams in the 
elaboration of European mechanisms related to competencies.

For the purposes of this study the concept developed at the end of the 1990s by 
the French author, Zarifian, has been used. He proposes an approach from various 
dimensions which is close to the concept as used in Spain (Zarifian, 1999).

A first dimension conceives of competency as the initiative and the ••
responsibility that individuals adopt before the professional situations that 
they face. This dimension places emphasis on the fact that it is individuals 
that accept, and therefore, take initiative and responsibility at work. Without 
this act of volition on the part of individuals success at work is not possible. 
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From this perspective, competency depends on individuals and on their 
willingness to mobilize their capacity to take initiative and the necessary 
responsibility to assure determined results.

This focus constituted an innovation with respect to the concept of skill: 
work conceived as an action that has to produce a desired result and not as 
a series of norms to execute. Now we no longer talk about a job but rather a 
professional situation before which the worker has to take responsibility and 
initiative. These situations are not totally foreseeable, and therefore, although 
the competencies necessary to properly deal with a particular situation can 
be defined, competency (in singular) can never be reduced to the sum of 
competencies (in plural).

Competencies (in plural) are understood as each one of the capacities that have 
to be mobilized in a particular professional situation. The lack of a correct 
understanding of the distinction between competency and competencies has 
caused the failure of many tools designed for the management of competencies 
and many training programmes. Competency has to be understood as the 
overall capacity of the individual to assure a particular result.

A second dimension conceives competency as practical intelligence ••
regarding situations, which is based on acquired knowledge which is 
transformed with the increasing diversity of situations. This dimension 
puts emphasis on what is mobilized and not on who is mobilized. It is a 
«practical intelligence», in other words, the capacity for an understanding 
of situations, which are transformed in turn, by the action of that same 
intelligence. This intelligence is based on knowledge, understood not only 
from a cognitive perspective but also comprehensively, as accumulated by 
a diversity of situations and not by repetition. 

The acquisition of competency is through the experience of a diversity 
of situations which the individual comes to comprehend. This conception 
is much more interesting and contributes a more realistic and complete 
vision than that provided by the concept of skills, in the sense that it 
better defines the conditions and proportions in which both knowledge 
and practical experience are integrated. This way of conceiving the 
acquisition of competencies opened a heated debate, which has still 
not ended, about the function of the system of training. The system of 
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training not only has to develop the intelligence of students, but also their 
practical intelligence.

The third dimension refers to the ability to mobilize networks of actors ••
around the same situation, to share challenges and accept areas of co-
responsibility. This third focus contributes the collective dimension inherent 
in all work processes. It is individuals who mobilize competencies, but 
the collective competency of a network of actors is required to achieve 
a satisfactory result. Work is no longer conceived as an individual action 
based on a relationship between a person, tool, machine and product, 
but is now understood as a collective relationship between a network of 
individuals who interact to achieve a particular result.

However, in the context of labour relations, co-responsibility has its limits, 
and this is the aspect that currently has generated the most difficulty in 
the application of the competency model. Mutual distrust between workers 
and management constitutes one of the most significant obstacles for the 
development of the competency model.

At the same time, co-responsibility is constructed in relation to a 
professional identity. This is one of the weak points of the competency 
model, as the skills model offered a clear professional identity through 
degrees and certification and professional categories. The competency 
model must also build a referent to professional identity without which 
it will be difficult to mobilize co-responsibility. Trying to supply this 
identity by a merely corporative relationship, which considers the worker 
as «practical intelligence joined to the corporate image of the company» is 
a weak solution, as can be seen in the instability of innovative experiences 
in the field of human resource management.

This way of understanding competencies sums up well the limits and the 
strengths and weaknesses of this new concept, and it permits us to understand 
the great number of elements which integrate it, some of which already formed 
part of the previous status quo, while others are truly innovative. Hence, it is 
not strange that the concept has generated controversy.

The competency model is, in fact, a rupture with respect to the institutional status 
quo of the qualification. But that it is a rupture does not mean that both concepts 
are antagonistic or that one is a substitute for the other (Pardaise, 1987).
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In Spain, as was seen in earlier chapters, the debate about competencies 
coincided with the period of greatest development of the model of management 
of a skilled workforce in the 1980s. For this reason, the controversy that 
took place in other countries around both concepts was not as intense here 
in Spain, and they were both integrated into a single vision to improve the 
skills of workers and adapt the system of training to the emerging needs of 
the productive system. The lack of a tradition of the concept of skills helped in 
conceiving competencies as a new strategy to improve the skills of workers. 
In addition, the concept came from Europe, where the message on the need to 
invest in vocational training also came from.

The concepts of skills and competencies, as ways of designating human 
capacities at work or the requirements of a profession, should always be used 
in a complementary manner. The fact that currently more accent is placed on 
competencies should not negate the importance of skills. Skills better express 
the professional potential of an individual, while competencies, in contrast, 
better express the capacity to achieve particular professional results.

Both concepts are complementary although certainly we must avoid any 
confusion between the two. A potential skill without practical competence makes 
no sense, although it is possible for a person to be sufficiently prepared for a task 
or professional function, but not capable or not wanting to mobilize this capacity 
before a particular professional challenge; thus the individual would not acquire 
the necessary competence. In contrast, in the opposite situation the complementary 
nature of the two concepts is clearer. It is necessary for a competent person to 
be skilled, in other words, to have the skill necessary. Competence cannot be 
improvised, it is not intuition, but rather requires a systematic preparation. From 
this perspective it could be said that competence includes skill.

Competence could also be defined as the mobilization of skill, adding to skill 
the capacity to obtain determined results (Homs, 2002). Competence is what 
gives significance to skills, what they should approach, and skills are necessary 
to achieve competence. Skills put the emphasis on the preparation of a person to 
complete a task, without a specific focus on the result. In contrast, competence 
puts the emphasis on the result without a focus on how the necessary skills 
were acquired. Putting emphasis on one or the other concept should not make 
us forget the necessary complementarity of both concepts in achieving the 
professionalism of the worker.
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Today it is completely inconceivable that professional competency could be 
built basically on experience without prior systematic training, as was done 
under the earlier model of unskilled workforce management, which was 
dominant in Spain until the 1980s.

Something very different is to re-evaluate what has been learned through 
experience as constitutive elements of competencies, and re-evaluate work 
as a source of learning. Systemic theories applied to work provide a new 
dimension on how adults and organizations learn. The new concepts of 
learning organizations, intelligent organizations, learning process, etc. 
began a new debate in the 1990s which is still going on and which has 
accompanied training systems as they transform into systems of lifelong 
learning (Argyris, 1992). 

		  The impact of the debate on competencies

The debate over new concepts which the focus on competencies conveyed, 
despite initial sceptical perspectives, became part of the field of vocational 
training when, in the United Kingdom during the Margaret Thatcher 
government, a system of vocational training was constructed based on 
competencies which was in turn adopted by European authorities in their 
discourse.

The debate about competencies was structured from various perspectives. First, 
and from the perspective of training, the progressive acceleration of technological 
innovations, especially in the field of new communications technologies and 
their influence on other sectors, motivated the need to renovate the content 
of vocational training. Secondly, the spread of basic secondary education in 
Europe to the great majority in the new generations required the adaptation of 
educational systems. Almost all the countries of Europe initiated reforms of 
their systems and the upgrading of vocational training. In Spain, this period 
coincided with the debates over the LOGSE. Finally, the application of systemic 
theories and constructivism in pedagogy (Coll, 1991) contributed to rethinking 
curricular development on a broader basis than the simple transference of 
knowledge, putting an emphasis on aptitudes, attitudes and values. 

This vision of learning connected better with the approach on competencies, 
which permitted addressing learning, which was still too dependent on academic 
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knowledge, from a more dynamic perspective. The importance conceded to 
curriculum development in the LOGSE reform (Coll, 1986) provides a good 
example of this change of concepts.

In order to facilitate the integration of new graduates into the labour market, 
particularly in the context of increasing unemployment, it has been important 
to look for ways to better adapt training to the requirements of the working 
world. One solution to this problem has been found in competencies, which 
help adapt training to the demands of the labour market and at the same time, 
provide an explanation for difficulties integrating into the labour market.

The offer of a complementary occupational training, directed at the acquisition 
of the competencies that the educational system had not offered, came to form 
part of all employment policies in the different European countries. In Spain, 
the FIP Plan completed this mission in part, offering occupational training 
to individuals that had left the educational system so that they could adapt to 
the specific needs of the labour market. For new generations, the demand for 
competencies was perceived as an additional obstacle added to the long years 
of training before they could gain access to skilled work.

This debate about competencies has had a significant impact on many aspects 
that shape the labour market, from the hiring of personnel and management of 
human resources to collective bargaining processes.

In the hiring process, in a period of surplus manpower with, to a great extent, 
certified qualifications, the possession of a diploma has stopped being a sufficient 
qualification for employment. Under much more demanding hiring procedures, 
diplomas play a role of discriminating educational levels and capacities, but 
lose force as a demonstration of specific knowledge. The possession of a 
degree or diploma does not assure the company that the individual will make 
a good professional. Companies no longer ask for prepared individuals. Such 
individuals can be easily found in the labour market. What they are looking for 
are «competent» individuals, in other words, individuals who have sufficiently 
demonstrate the capacity to solve problems in competitive conditions and that 
are prepared to deal with the «eventualities» of the workplace.

On the part of the worker, hiring based on competencies was perceived with 
a certain frustration as it devalued the effort made in training to acquire a 
formal qualification which, subsequently, was only demanded as a necessary 
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but not sufficient condition, given that the final criteria to get a job followed 
reasons that seemed subjective and for which there was no instrument for 
certification.

From the perspective of human resources management, the introduction 
of competencies as criteria for management meant an important change 
in mentality by breaking the relationship between training, workplace, 
category, seniority and wages. Young workers found in competencies an 
opportunity to see their greater capacity for learning and adaptation to 
change recognized. In contrast, older workers, with lower levels of initial 
training, saw competencies as a threat that left them helpless in relation to the 
traditional elements in defence of their qualifications: position, occupational 
status and seniority.

In addition, competencies put emphasis on certain elements of professionalism 
which until that time had been ignored and which workers had become 
accustomed to not developing or to negotiating over in exchange for better 
wages. Competencies were now demanded from workers as elements of 
professionalism without any changes in wages. Young workers, in contrast, 
without a previous Fordist experience, were more predisposed to incorporate 
competencies into the capacities they offered in exchange for the agreed upon 
salary, though it must be taken into account that conditions in the labour 
market did not leave them much room for negotiation.

In regards to collective bargaining, the position of trade unions has been 
ambiguous. On the one hand, the competency model is based on human 
capacities and therefore it offered an opportunity for the trade unions to see 
the totality of the contribution of workers in their professional tasks finally 
recognized. On the other hand, they were mistrustful of a model which 
reinforced the tendency toward the individualization of labour relations and 
took importance away from the trade union role in collective bargaining.

The competency model broke the status quo of formal qualifications in 
companies and forced a renegotiation of the recognition of the contents of 
work, which not only included the relationship of the worker with the company, 
but also relations among workers, something which always produces tensions 
with trade union representation as well as in the relationship of workers with 
their representatives. This is the reason for those lengthy periods of discussion 
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and negotiation over the new systems for the regulation of competencies in 
Spanish businesses. An example of this was the delay that was produced in the 
updating of employment categories, which finally had to be imposed be setting 
a deadline to force the social interlocutors to come to an agreement. 

As can be seen, the debate was intense and passionate and still drags on in some 
academic areas, in which some authors warn about the risk of greater inequalities 
in the labour market and the lack of equal opportunities (Marín Artiles, 2005; 
Guerrero Serón, 2005; Crouch, 2001). In the end, what is the contribution of the 
competencies approach? 

	 5.2.	 Learning competencies

The debate about competencies in the management of human resources has 
involved an examination of the educational system and training strategies, and 
has coincided with the evolution of the same concept in the educational field, 
applied above all to the evaluation of what is learned and subsequently in the 
definition and organization of learning processes.

The application of the concept of competencies to both the workplace and to 
education has led to prioritizing results over processes in both the educational 
and well as working sphere. This has generated a profound change in educational 
systems and controversy among different models.

		  The application of competencies to training

The liberal English model took the lead in the debate with the organization of 
a system of vocational training based on National Vocational Qualifications 
(NVQ), in other words, on the certification of professional competencies 
regardless of the process involved in their acquisition. The more school-based 
systems, such as those of France, Italy or Spain, adapted to this new concept, 
seeing in competencies an opportunity to better adapt their training systems to 
the changing demands of the labour market. Finally, the dual systems, such as 
Germany, have incorporated the concept, though not without certain resistance, 
because in their conception of training based on learning through apprenticeship, 
process and result practically coincide and, therefore, it is difficult to evaluate 
the innovative contribution of the competencies approach.
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The application of the competencies approach to vocational training has also 
meant an important transformation of systems of vocational training with 
respect to the definition of the content of training, the form of organizing 
training and its evaluation.

Replacing training content, through the substitution of the themes which define 
the educational objectives, for training in competencies implies a process, not 
without contradictions and debates, which the different European systems of 
vocational training are carrying out at various speeds. In the Spanish case, the 
certifications corresponding to the intermediate and advanced training cycles 
are associated to professional competencies that students have to command 
upon finishing their studies, but the curricula of certificates are still described 
in function of the subject matter of the content.

The National Institute of Qualifications (INCUAL) has gone a step further in 
this sense through the definition, in the framework of the National Catalogue 
of Professional Qualifications, of training modules for each competence unit 
that forms a qualification. The modules are defined by capacities and criteria 
for the evaluation of these capacities, which will facilitate the work of the 
Ministry of Education, Social Policy and Sport when the vocational training 
certificates are upgraded based on competencies.

The redefinition of training content in terms of competencies is a complex 
task which requires the participation of experts trained to identify the 
competencies necessary in order to carry out particular professional functions. 
The identification, training and mobilization of experts for each one of the 
qualifications requires time, effort and considerable organizational capacities. 
Most of the educational systems in Europe are working on this now.

This process is reinforcing the orientation of vocational training toward the 
labour market, and the collaboration between professionals and experts in 
training contributes to a closer relationship between training and the productive 
and economic fabric. In fact, one of the most valuable aspects in the elaboration 
of benchmarks for the competencies in each country is the immense field work 
that has to be carried out. As a result of this effort, there is improved identification 
of training needs, a greater number of technicians, experts and trainers trained in 
this methodology and the learning of competencies in the field of training and in 
companies has managed to spread.
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		  Typologies of competencies

The elaboration of a methodology to detect competencies requires a prior 
definition of concepts and taxonomies of competencies with the aim of 
being able to identify them in professional contexts. There is no consolidated 
consensus on a general taxonomy of competencies. In general, each body 
creates its own classification in function of the aim of its methodology and the 
aspects which are considered to be priorities. Thus, diverse classifications can 
be found with different structures which can create some confusion, as similar 
criteria are sometimes used to describe different groups of competencies.

Core competencies or basic competencies are the names that tend to be used 
to define the group of competencies not specific to a concrete job, but which 
are important in defining the competence demanded by the labour market. 
These terms tend to refer to generic competencies of an elementary character, 
fundamental for personal realization and social integration, as well as for an 
active citizenry and employment.

For example, the European Union, as we have seen in previous chapters, has 
defined eight basic competencies for lifelong learning which each individual 
will have to dominate in a knowledge based society and which provide great 
flexibility to the workforce so that it can adapt more rapidly to the constant 
evolution of a world characterized by increasing interconnection. Along the 
same lines, the OECD has launched the Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competences (PIAAC) to evaluate the competencies of 
adults, following the example of their now known PISA programme which 
evaluated the learning outcomes of 15 year old students.

The name of social or transversal competencies is reserved for that group of 
competencies of a personal nature which are related to the capacity individuals 
have to communicate, take initiative, work in a team or resolve problems. 
These aptitudes are also generic and common to many types of professional 
functions and are related to the requirements that the new organization of work 
demands, as was explained above. The intention is for training programs to 
teach these competencies alongside of the specific or technical competencies 
of the different professions.
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Technical or specific competencies tend to be reserved for defining the group of 
capacities directly related with a productive or service function of a particular 
profession.

In a more traditional way, there exists a general agreement to classify 
competencies according to their relationship to «knowing» (or knowledge), 
«knowing how» (or aptitudes) and «knowing how to be» (or attitudes) 
(CEREQ, 2001). However, the British and Irish, with their own concepts, 
difficult to translate to other languages, have managed to influence the concepts 
used in the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) to classify European 
qualifications in such a manner that this system does not follow the previous 
criteria for classification of a more French influence. The EQF, as was seen in 
previous chapters, is constructed on what the English have baptized with the 
acronym KSC (knowledge, skills and competencies). This innovation has led 
to some confusion between the concept of competencies reduced to attitudes 
(basically of responsibility and autonomy), and competency understood 
comprehensively as the capacity to mobilize KSC (knowledge, skills and 
competencies).

Even so, these differences are seen more in the sphere of specialists and 
academics than in common use, as in common usage an agreement persists to 
understand competencies as the totality of knowledge, skills and attitudes.

		  Measuring competencies

The principal practical problem from the focus on competencies is their 
measurement, as by definition competencies refer to observable results and 
therefore the context in which it is possible to evaluate the mobilization of 
competencies which an individual claims to possess for the execution of a 
particular task has to be defined. This has led to changes in the conception of 
the evaluation of education and training, up to now based on classic written 
exams. The focus on competencies instead requires using practical exams, 
where an evaluator can confirm the capacities in action of the individual. This 
can be through some combination of demonstrations of performance, evidence 
of past experience, tests of skills, simulation exercises, realization of projects 
or particular tasks, etc. These methods are costly and require mobilizing a 
great deal of human and organizational resources.
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In the professional sphere, things are even more complicated as verification 
requires observation in the context of the exercise of the tasks of the profession 
so that the capability of the individual to mobilize professional competencies 
can be confirmed. Some business sectors argue that the certification of the 
professional competencies of an individual can only be carried out within the 
firm and by the firm, or that in any case it must be professional bodies which 
certify the acquisition of competencies, and not training bodies that are distant 
from professional practice.

This raises the problem of the transference of competencies from a concrete 
workplace to the global labour market and control of the processes for the 
evaluation of competencies, and the general validity of the competencies of an 
individual. Trade unions and public agencies, in contrast to business, generally 
defend more comprehensive and institutional mechanisms.

In addition, the loss of competencies is also an issue, as not using them reduces 
the capacity of the individual to mobilize them at a given moment, in addition 
individuals need to keep their competencies up to date with technological 
changes or innovations in their specific field.

		  The adaptation of training systems to competencies.

The introduction of the competency system to initial training is evolving more 
slowly than was expected because of the weight of tradition in the classical 
organization of training. In fact, in many cases the only change has been in 
terminology with little impact on the real organization of what is learned; 
this has been the case up to now in Spain. Despite this, the depth of the 
transformations from this change in paradigm should not be underestimated 
and therefore certain difficulties caused by this innovation are to be expected.

The classic vocational training systems are prepared, above all, to transmit 
knowledge, whether cognitive or practical. The British, Irish and German systems 
tend more toward transmitting practical knowledge in vocational training, while 
the «Latin» systems, in contrast, tend to give greater importance to theoretical 
knowledge. However, the fundamental question that the incorporation of the 
perspective of competencies raises for systems of vocational training, above all 
in the more Latin conception, is: how is the training of professional skills and 
attitudes to be organized in a training centre? 
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The learning of competencies is an action closer to the English concept of 
training than to the classic concept of vocational training as transmission of 
knowledge. It is the development of the capacities of individuals, in as real a 
context as possible, so that they can execute the competencies demanded in the 
exercise of a profession or trade. This is a radical change in the organization 
of vocational education and training and means, at minimum, the introduction 
of several key elements: One is the need for a space as close as possible to 
the real context of production to train competencies. Another is changing the 
learning process to transform it into a new cycle which includes the elements 
of knowledge necessary to analyze and interpret work situations, knowledge 
of methodologies to resolve them and the development of the capacities 
to do so. In addition the system will have to evaluate the results under the 
conditions demanded by quality of service criteria, correct errors and extract 
the successful teachings necessary for the next time. All these elements imply 
recognizing that the training system cannot take on this transformation in 
an isolated manner and needs the participation of and integration with the 
productive system.

Converting the training centres into centres for the training of competencies 
will require much deeper transformations in training systems. On the one 
hand, it demands business opening spaces for learning competencies within 
workplaces and this, in turn means greater efforts than just collaboration in the 
realization of training practices; on the other hand, it will also necessitate the 
regulation of this new area of labour relations, with much more interest and a 
view toward the future than that shown up to now on the part of trade unions 
and business.

The Anglo-Saxon and Germanic systems are much more accustomed to 
this collaboration between the systems of training and production. While in 
France and Italy, for example, attempts to generalize work-linked training 
have had good results but still have a long way to go so that this collaboration 
is coordinated within a process for learning competencies which is really 
complementary and integrated. The Spanish experience of training in the 
workplace is very valuable and could serve as a reference for a closer and 
more valuable collaboration.

Training centres will have to change a lot to become training spaces with 
personalized programmes for the acquisition of competencies. The teaching 
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staff will also have to adapt to this new situation, playing a role much closer 
to that of trainer rather than that of classic teacher. In addition, companies will 
have to change the concepts of training, as not all professional experiences 
generate competencies. The fact that the aptitudes of an important segment of 
the workforce have become obsolete after many years of repeating the same 
activity is proof of this statement. A special productive context is necessary, 
oriented toward the development of competencies, so that individuals can be 
trained in the most productive manner.

The application of intelligence in work situations and the development 
of «knowing how to act» can only appear in a context that is rich from an 
organizational perspective and which facilitates the worker discovering 
and understanding production situations and in this way broadening his/her 
knowledge and abilities.

The acquisition of competencies is not only a question of «human qualities». 
As has been mentioned, it is a «social construction» which cannot be developed 
without the existence of places and times for training, and opportunities 
to exercise and reflect on actions. These places and times are not produced 
exclusively within the workplace: social life in general, also offers training 
spaces. Voluntary initiatives, participation in public activities or in social 
organizations also facilitate the acquisition of competencies which have value 
in the labour market. Some measures to promote employment in the United 
Kingdom and France in the 1990s were examples of ways to take advantage of 
participation in activities of a social character to train competencies recognized 
in the labour market.

For their part, vocational training centres will have to accept that what is to 
be learned is not only acquired in the training centre and then later applied as 
mere practice on the job, but rather that work is also a source for the learning 
of competencies of equal value to those acquired at a training centre.

The competency approach opens the debate about the value of degrees 
and diplomas to certify competencies. In a context of the generalization of 
certificates, degrees and diplomas with the increase in the educational level of 
the population and because of rapid technological evolution, these «pieces of 
paper» lose their value as instruments to certify the capacities of an individual 
to perform a determined profession. 
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On one hand, if the accent is placed on results, the competency model tends 
to establish a separation between learning outcomes and the process of their 
acquisition, when traditionally degrees, diplomas and certificates are the end 
result of the training process. Faced with this situation, training systems have 
tended to react with openness to the competency model but maintaining their 
privileged function of providing accreditation and certification. If this openness 
is merely formal and limited only to terminology, without assuring a real 
learning of competencies (the limitations that appear in the current structure 
of systems of training have already been mentioned), the tensions between the 
acquisition of competencies through educational paths or through other paths 
will not be resolved and the pressure to develop systems for the certification of 
competencies outside of the training systems will continue to exist.

On the other hand, however, it is also clear that a weakening of the function of 
degrees and certificates, which constitute the foundation of the current system 
for the institutionalization of qualifications, would be troubling because it would 
discourage individuals from training. This would have serious consequences 
on the educational level of the population and, ultimately, on the competency 
of the workforce.

As we will see, this is one of the key issues for the development of lifelong 
training systems. The institutionalization, from a global perspective, of the 
new competency model is still an open question.

In addition, the competency approach has generated a process of change in 
the field of vocational training of great interest and reach, which has enabled 
important innovations, such as, the push for programmes of work-linked 
training, the reassessment of work as a source of learning, the creation of 
modules and flexibility in training and the promotion of the recognition of 
non-formal and informal training. Possibly the most important contribution 
of the focus on competency is its contribution to the transformation of initial 
training systems into lifelong vocational training systems. This issue will be 
dealt with in the next chapter.
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Lifelong learning is one of the most repeated messages in recent decades with 
the aim of raising the consciousness of the population over the necessity to 
constantly update competencies and knowledge. The European Union designated 
1996 as the European Year of Lifelong Learning.

The concept of lifelong training has a long history in education. However, in 
the past it was a separate subsystem of initial training; it had a complementary 
function and revolved around the upgrading of knowledge or retraining of 
capacities in the case of a change of occupation. In the countries of northern 
Europe, the concept also covered the training of adults. But the prominence 
that it has acquired as processes of innovation and technical change have 
accelerated have converted lifelong training into a central element in 
vocational education and training strategies (Descy, 2002).

Currently the intention is that participation in activities of lifelong training not be 
a reaction to the need to adapt to job or professional career changes, but rather 
be a way of maintaining learning capacities even when not directly related to 
professional perspectives. The reduction of working time, the advance of retirement 
age and the higher educational level of the population has also contributed to the 
development of this prospect raised throughout a person’s life. 

In addition, currently lifelong training is understood as a continuum, which 
integrates initial training from the first stages of primary education until adult 
training, and not as a complementary separate subsystem. 

Lifelong training raises two basic challenges: training «at all times» and 
training «for everyone». In other words, it is not simply a question of facilitating 
continuing learning during the whole life of a person, but also its availability 
to the maximum number of persons. Training expands in time and space for 

	VI.	Lifelong learning
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everyone and at any time. As will be explained in the next chapter, without a 
population that is highly trained and always up to date it is impossible for a 
developed knowledge society to remain cohesive.

	 6.1.	 The adaptation of systems of initial training

The transformation of systems of initial training to adapt to the growing 
demand for lifelong training is, together with the competencies approach, 
the factor which has most driven innovation and evolution in educational and 
training systems. And as with the case of competencies, the message has come 
at the hands of the European Union. 

In the year 2000 the European Commission published A Memorandum on 
Lifelong Learning (Memorandum 2000) which was submitted to debate in 
subsequent months and which concluded with a Communication from the 
European Council in 2001 which called for the creation of a European area for 
lifelong learning. The Memorandum raised six key messages that summarize 
the European conception of the issue: 

guarantee universal and continuing access to learning for •• gaining and 
renewing the skills needed for sustained participation in the knowledge 
society;

visibly •• raise levels of investment in human resources in order to place 
priority on Europe’s most important asset – its people;

develop effective •• teaching and learning methods and contexts for the 
continuum of lifelong and lifewide learning;

significantly improve the ways in which learning •• participation and 
outcomes are understood and appreciated, particularly non-formal and 
informal learning;

ensure that everyone can easily access good quality •• information and advice 
about learning opportunities throughout Europe and throughout their lives;

provide lifelong learning••  opportunities as close to learners as possible, in 
their own communities and supported through ICT-based facilities wherever 
appropriate. (http://www.bologna-berlin2003.de/pdf/MemorandumEng.pdf)
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The memorandum transmits the concept of a systemic vision of the overall 
apparatus of training open at any time to the population. This vision is still very 
far from reality in the majority of European countries, but it provides guidance 
for the evolution of these systems. In reality, the majority of systems have a 
subsystem of initial training, basically still oriented to the training of young 
people before their incorporation into the labour market but slowly opening to 
other collectives, together with a subsystem for continuing training, not always 
connected with initial training but generally connected with the productive world 
and a subsystem of adult training which in many cases still revolves around 
helping individuals finish basic education. 

Aside from these three subsystems there exist a wide number of training 
programmes of all types, normally largely unregulated and with little recognition, 
and which deal with a great variety of themes, from general knowledge, in many 
cases directed at the senior population, to issues of personal development or 
skills related to leisure and culture. Although found at the periphery of any 
systemic approach, informal training must also be mentioned, in other words, 
those things we learn essentially through life experience. 

Integrating all these elements in a joint system is an ambitious project which 
requires time, resources and a strong dose of political will at both the national 
and European level if the intention is that these comprehensive systems are to 
be connected to each other.

		  The evolution of the national systems

For now, the evolution that we are seeing in the national systems revolves around 
four focal points:

A first focal point is making initial training more flexible and open to ••
broader and older collectives, basically by recognizing experience in the 
process of obtaining initial education and vocational training certificates. 
France has advanced considerably in this direction, even in regards to 
access to university degrees.

A second point of evolution is the access of adults to initial training ••
certificates through training modules integrated into a general framework 
of lifelong training. The Scandinavian countries are pioneers in this trend, 
especially Denmark. 
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A third more widespread focal point in almost all European countries, thanks ••
to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF), consists in the establishment 
of national qualifications frameworks, fundamental for coordination between 
the different subsystems.

Finally, a fourth point is the recognition of non-formal and informal ••
training.

From a European perspective, today we see the acceleration of reform 
processes at both national and European levels which are advancing, though at 
different rhythms and with different characteristics, toward shared objectives 
and criteria. In the Spanish case, as was seen in previous chapters, the most 
recent changes are in this same direction. In this sense, three advances stand 
out: the development of the National Catalogue of Professional Qualifications, 
which has become established as the Spanish framework for qualifications; 
the modular flexibilisation of initial vocational training to facilitate access 
of persons coming directly from the labour market without the appropriate 
academic degrees or certification; and the integration of occupational and 
continuing training in a single subsystem with a vision for lifelong training. 
There remain three pending issues; the recognition of non-formal and informal 
training, dependent on the finalization of the Catalogue and the definition of a 
mechanism for the recognition of professional experience; the integration of 
the barely developed adult education into a more general plan for continuing 
training; and the integration of initial training and training for employment, 
announced many times but currently still pending (IFES, 2005).

The opening of systems of training to access at any time and to anyone means 
introducing criteria adapted to the possibilities and characteristics of a much 
wider and heterogeneous grouping of persons. Three of these criteria have to 
be highlighted as a result: the extended scheduling of training – based on the 
time adults have available for training and when; the autonomy of the adult – 
to define what is to be learned and to construct his/her own training trajectory; 
and the diversity and quality of training offered – so that it may be of interest 
to the broader population, recognizing the diversity of existing interests and 
situations.

The first two criteria can be met if the learning process is through «modules» 
so that learning can be acquired over an extended period of time and through a 
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combination of modules self-constructed by the adult, who becomes the great 
protagonist of the process. Both these criteria imply significant change in the 
current situation.

Credit systems can provide this change, and although they have a long history 
in educational systems (Tiana, 2002) they have never played the role that 
they currently do. The certification of credits and their possible accumulation 
makes it possible to «visualize» much learning which might otherwise end up 
unrecognized, requiring the re-initiation of training.

However, credit systems also raise questions that have to be dealt with. For 
example, the partial certification of credits could reduce motivation to obtain 
a complete qualification recognized by a certificate, which up to now is what 
has sustained professional identity and the recognition of positions in the 
labour market. Therefore, the system of credits based on modules which 
teach competencies must not be in detriment to the value of certifications, 
at least not until an alternative system of recognition and assessment of 
professional positions in the labour market has been consolidated.

In addition, the distribution over time of what is learned also raises the question 
of the validity of the credits. Is it acceptable that a person can obtain credits 
toward a particular certificate for activities done 15 or 20 years ago? Should 
a time limit on learning and credits be included or is it only necessary to 
introduce a date of acquisition on certificates and leave the market to make 
the assessment? Surely, an expiration date for credits would create pressure to 
update training, but at the same time it would also generate a lot of uncertainties 
and a lack of protection of the professional positions of many individuals.

Autonomy and flexibility are two of the characteristics that systems of 
lifelong training have to offer. However, for this to be feasible another element 
is necessary: ease of access to learning. This means having the conditions 
and time available. Promoting the universalisation of access to learning for 
everyone requires two premises: 

An easily identifiable offer, of quality, close to individuals and without ••
obstacles to access.

A population motivated to be educated and which has the resources and ••
lives under adequate conditions to dedicate time and energy to training.
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With respect to the first of these premises, in the Spanish case, although 
the principal sources of information about training activities are relatively 
known (centres for initial vocational training, the employment offices of 
INEM or the offices of public employment services of the autonomous 
regions, as well as businesses and social partners) and have extensive 
territorial coverage, the lack of coordination between the sources mentioned 
and the absence of clear references for the overall system means that there 
are still too many persons that do not know about the existing training 
mechanisms or how to access them.

The conception of a lifelong training system requires a strong system of 
guidance, open to everyone and of high quality, which can really give support 
informing and advising individuals with methodologically effective tools so 
that they can make adequate decisions on matters of training. This guidance 
system will have to be as close to the public as possible. Therefore, local 
governments should play a key role in providing this service or, at minimum, 
in its coordination.

The issue today is not so much the dispersion of guidance mechanisms, but 
rather their lack of coordination. This has consequences for the quality of 
the mechanisms, as faced with the complexity of the labour market and the 
diversity of offers and needs, some very costly instruments for observation, 
information and feedback of these same mechanisms are necessary, and no 
single guidance mechanism alone has the capacity to provide them. Modern 
information and communication technologies are still not sufficiently utilized 
to create easily accessible networks of information and guidance for the public. 
In this field, there is still a lot of ground to cover, from Internet, to cellular 
phones or more traditional radio and television media.

With respect to the second premise, not all the population has the same 
motivation, or the same conditions or resources to be educated. In Europe, 
and also in Spain, the existence of great differences in access to training for 
different groups can be verified. Although differences based on gender are 
being reduced and in some cases women are even more likely than men to 
accede to training, other groups such as older persons, those that have low 
educational levels, those that work in unskilled jobs, immigrants or ethnic 
minorities, those that live far from large urban or industrial centres, or those 
collectives with difficulties integrating into the labour market tend to have the 
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lowest levels of training. The European Union and other international bodies 
such as the ILO have warned of the necessity of improving effectiveness, but 
above all of increasing equity in the systems of lifelong training.

In 2006, the European Commission emitted a Communication about efficiency 
and equity in European systems of education and vocational training, in which 
it insisted on the need to reduce existing inequalities in access to vocational 
training and in its results in order to face Europe’s economic and social 
challenges (Communicación, 2006). Low-skilled individuals are increasingly 
facing unemployment and social exclusion. In 2004, 75 million EU citizens 
were low-skilled, which is 32 percent of the workforce.

In addition, the Communication argued that education and training policies 
can have a very positive impact on economic and social results, as well as 
on sustainable development and social cohesion, above all if they address 
inequalities in matters of education and training, which have enormous 
hidden costs that are not reflected in public accounts. These policies have, 
without a doubt, a cost, but the price of inaction and of the high rate of student 
failure is even greater. In the United States, the average cost to society for 
a person of 18 years of age who drops out of school is estimated at 350,000 
euros over the course of his/her life. This calculation includes losses on 
taxes on income, an increase in the demand on the health care system and 
public welfare, and a higher rate of crime and delinquency. In the United 
Kingdom, it was calculated that if 1 percent more of the active population 
had completed compulsory secondary education, the benefits to the country 
would be about 665 million pounds annually, thanks to the decrease in crime 
and increase in income.

The European Commission asks member states to take the criteria of efficiency 
and equity into account in reforming their educational and vocational training 
systems, and to apply a comprehensive vision of the whole system, from 
elementary to university education, passing through adult education and 
lifelong training. In Spain, the funds for the so-called complementary actions 
for continuing training, which, as has been seen in a previous chapter, suffer 
serious problems in their management, could be spent much more efficiently 
promoting equal opportunities for access to training and to finance guidance 
mechanisms.
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Participation in training not only depends on the willingness of individuals 
but also on the conditions and availability of time. Therefore, participation 
is an issue which involves other areas of life, such as work, social and 
family life. Convincing companies to dedicate more effort to training and 
offer more time for training to their employees, getting workers to dedicate 
more personal time to training without waiting for the company to offer 
it, complementing aid programmes to vulnerable groups with training 
programmes or developing strategies that facilitate the compatibility of 
work with personal and family life constitute ways of promoting equality of 
opportunity in this field.(1)

Conceiving education and training in a broader way, as a right to lifelong 
training recognized by international bodies and spreading its real 
application is one of the achievements that would favour the universal 
extension of lifelong training. Recommendation number 195 of the ILO 
from 2004 moves in this direction, as it states that education and training 
is everyone’s right and recommends that governments, in collaboration 
with social interlocutors, make the effort to assure everyone has access to 
lifelong learning.

Social and economic partners have a long road before them, incorporating 
training in a more decided and innovative manner into labour relations 
through collective bargaining. The Spanish experience from the renovation 
of bilateral agreements between business associations and trade unions on 
continuing training, which have provided such good results up until now, 
will have to be given a boost with new initiatives that address the efficiency 
and equity of the system and expand the potential of lifelong training to all 
areas of life.

The structuring of work time as a period for training requires innovative 
experimentation that should count on the support of public programmes, 
for example, through complementary actions or within the framework of 
programmes for aid to R&D, as they are ways of strengthening the intangible 
competitiveness of businesses. In some countries, such as Norway and 
Germany, programmes exist which encourage innovation on matters of human 
resources within companies.

(1) For more information about the characteristics of training companies in Spain see MTAS, 2008.
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		  Centres for lifelong training

A system of lifelong training, as has been presented up until now, implies a 
concept of vocational training centres as open spaces, dedicated to promoting 
learning for a wide segment of the population with diverse interests and 
offering multidimensional resources for learning. However, today, in general 
the classic isolated centres dominate, specializing in limited offers of training 
or offers destined to a specific population, and following very academic 
guidelines in a school-based model for the transmission of learning and 
relations with students. These centres, in the best of cases, have antiquated 
material and installations. In the Spanish case, this classic type of centre only 
exists for initial vocational training, as in the rest of the system classrooms 
dominate more that training centres.

Thus, the adaptation of vocational training centres to the concept of lifelong 
training requires important changes in their composition, functioning 
and regulation. The transformation of current centres into comprehensive 
centres, as pointed out in previous chapters, will constitute a great advance 
in both the integration of the subsystems of initial and continuing training 
and in their future evolution toward an open system of lifelong learning. 
This continues being the urgent and necessary first step to overcome the 
current limitations of public vocational training centres and to advance in 
this direction.

The creation of comprehensive centres will also offer a solution to another 
problem that has been raised in describing the Spanish system of training: the 
lack of consistent and well equipped centres to impart continuing training, 
especially for technological specialties. Having this type of centre would 
permit a better response to the needs of businesses in technological fields 
for continuing training. Currently, this important dimension of continuing 
training is directly covered by the very providers of the technology, but 
the result is training limited to the functioning of specific machinery, and 
therefore, largely not transferable and not likely to result in a recognized 
qualification. If we add to this the low educational level of the employed 
population, the result is even more preoccupying, as it means workers with 
limited qualifications that are likely to become out of date and problems 
adapting to technological change.



160  Vocational training in Spain

That comprehensive centres could provide continuing training a la carte in 
accordance with the demands of businesses would contribute enormously 
to strengthening the relationship between training centres and businesses, 
improving the quality of the training offered and meeting a demand 
that is currently not met or only partially so. The best practices of the 
Instituto de Máquina-Herramienta of Elgoibar in the Basque Country 
(www.imh.es) or the Fundación Lacetània in Manresa in Catalonia 
(www.fundaciolacetania.org), to cite only two examples, demonstrate the 
possibilities of this idea.

The persistence of state centres with sectoral focus with ambiguous and 
unclear functions does not help in generating the consensus needed between 
autonomous communities and central state government to integrate the 
centres of sectoral dimension in a network, whose continuance on the 
state level is only justified on rare occasions and only in very specific 
sectors. Each autonomous community would have to have its centres for 
the most important sectors in its territory, which would play a role as 
motor for technological innovation. Connecting all of these centres of 
sectoral character in a network would generate a wealth of innovation 
much more potent than that from the bureaucratized state centres which 
currently exist.

In addition, the regulation of comprehensive centres has not addressed another 
key issue for the future of vocational training centres: their autonomy. If this 
is a weak point in the whole Spanish educational system, it is even more so 
in the area of vocational training. Currently, without the capacity to contract 
the experts and teaching staff necessary, it is difficult for a centre to have 
the agility and flexibility necessary to program the training activities they see 
as necessary in their productive environment or which businesses or local 
entities formulate. Without the autonomy necessary the centres do not have 
the capacity to carry out the training programming, acquire the material and 
facilities necessary, bill (and not only receive subsidies) and offer their services 
within the economic fabric in their area of influence.

In these conditions, it is difficult for public vocational training centres to 
complete their assigned functions effectively. The orientation and adaptation 
of vocational training to the needs of the labour market is compromised 
because of the rigidity in the functioning and management of these centres 
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which constitute the backbone of the whole system. The centres become mere 
executors of a centrally planned offer of training which, added to institutional 
inertia, evidently limits the necessary adaptation of training to the demands of 
the labour market.

As long as the vocational training centres cannot autonomously plan their 
training offer according to local needs and independently acquire the human 
resources (teaching staff) and material (investments, machinery, etc.) needed 
to carry out their work and act in the open training market, the evolution of 
the Spanish system toward lifelong training will remain blocked on this point. 
The evidence of the advantages of autonomy is demonstrated in the successes 
of the experimental and innovative formulas that have been tested in some 
centres, in addition to the results from the network of comprehensive centres 
in the Basque Country.

One of the reasons for the limitations of comprehensive centres is the clash 
of this conception of the autonomy of vocational training centres with many 
aspects of their regulation. But this is not a problem of a technical character, 
but rather one of the political will to confront a delicate issue with important 
repercussions, which can have effects on other important areas and on the 
dynamic of the social dialogue. 

In a period in which the welfare state has formed new regulatory structures to 
manage interventions and public services with more agility in protected areas of 
the market economy, the autonomy of vocational training centres does not appear 
as a technical problem. Entities such as the consortiums or public foundations 
could resolve the most important aspects of this debate quite simply.

When the European Union insistently demands that member states take on 
far reaching reforms to accelerate the evolution toward systems of lifelong 
learning, it is referring to these difficult reforms, which are necessary to 
improve the effectiveness and equity of European systems of training if they 
want to decisively face the challenges of the future. In this commitment to 
reform, not only member states intervene but also the social partners who 
can and should play a key role in making these transformations possible. The 
lack of social dialogue in this field also reveals the difficulties in advancing 
toward an innovative conception of training that overcomes the resistance that 
currently exists.
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To the extent that this evolution in training centres is possible, another issue 
appears related to the current form of secondary schools, where compulsory 
secondary education, the baccalaureate and vocational training cycles all 
come together in the same place. These types of centres, as has been seen, 
came into existence with the LOGSE and have had a positive effect on 
the prestige and modernization of vocational training. But from a future 
perspective, if comprehensive centres for vocational training have to be 
opened to a more heterogeneous public and to more heterogeneous activities, 
and be much more integrated into the local economy and involved in active 
policies to promote employment at the local level, then the coexistence of 
vocational training with secondary education becomes much more complex, 
and as a consequence, the advantages that emerged in the past will be lost. 

The increase in the prestige of vocational training in Spain no longer has 
anything to do with its school-based character, but will come from its capacity 
to channel the qualifications needs of the population and of businesses to the 
supply of solid professional opportunities. And this can only be achieved with 
greater integration of vocational training with the productive environment. 

With the arrival of more numerous generations to secondary education thanks 
to the flow of immigrants (and in the case that the number of young people 
that continue studying after compulsory secondary education increases), there 
will be a need for new schooling facilities, as after many years of declining 
demographics little investment has been made in this area and the secondary 
schools are becoming saturated. This may constitute a good opportunity to 
reformulate the policies for the location of secondary schools.

In this sense various options can be raised:

The first option could be to separate the vocational training cycles from ••
the secondary schools through the creation of strong comprehensive 
vocational training centres conceived, in line with lifelong training, as 
centres that would be open to everyone and, above all, closely related to the 
local economic fabric, and which would count on the participation of the 
social partners, who would also contribute their training capacities.

This option, which is surely the most economical and which would provide 
greater prospects for the future, would permit vocational training to have 
greater visibility and autonomy in relation to the local economy. But the 



Lifelong learning  163

negative side of this option is that it would offer an image of a continuum 
between the two cycles of vocational training that does not correspond to 
reality, because as has been seen, the advanced cycles of vocational training 
require learning capacities that are reached in the baccalaureate, which would 
be located in a different type of centre. But this issue could be resolved with 
information and coordination with the baccalaureate schools.

The second option could be to leave the intermediate vocational training ••
cycles in the secondary schools and only separate the advanced vocational 
training cycles to bring these new centres closer to the form of university 
education, with the aim of better coordinating advanced training with 
university education, as occurs in other European countries. But this 
option is more expensive, as facilities will be duplicated in the two types 
of centres and surely it will take intensity away from the evolution toward 
lifelong training of the intermediate training, which will be limited to a 
school environment when its primary objective should be to increase the 
qualification levels of the economically active adult population.

The third option would consist in a greater integration of vocational ••
training cycles with their respective levels of general education, 
dividing secondary school into levels: one part compulsory secondary 
education with the Programmes for Initial Professional Qualification 
(PCPI) and the intermediate cycles, and the other part the baccalaureate 
and advanced cycles. This option, also expensive, would make the 
function of vocational training as a specialization oriented to the labour 
market for each one of the levels of general education more visible, but 
it would also hinder bringing vocational training closer to the economic 
environment if there was not an efficient coordination between the two 
levels of the centres.

Problems of coordination are present in all the options and all of them imply 
the decentralization of the management and coordination of the centres to the 
local level. The decentralization of management of the centres at the level 
of autonomous regions has been a positive step toward the planning of local 
needs and demands, but it is not enough if the desire is greater integration of 
training with local actors and conditions. One of the formulas that has been 
raised consists in the creation of educational districts with the participation of 
local governments. These districts, which would group the centres of different 
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educational levels within a territory, could be, in function of the density of the 
population, around the size of a medium-sized city.

This formula, better for general education at primary and secondary levels, 
could have its correspondence in vocational training through the creation 
of local campuses for vocational training. These campuses could gather 
together, under the same management structure, the vocational training 
centres of a medium-sized city or for a determined territory. Thus, the 
functions of coordination, relationship with the local economy, guidance or 
other designated functions in the comprehensive centres could be managed 
much more efficiently, simplifying many processes and structures up to now 
repeated in each centre, such as for example, the coordination of workplace 
internships for students.

The constitution of this type of vocational training campus in cities of a certain 
size, for example, those of more than 60,000 inhabitants, would strengthen 
the visibility of vocational training and facilitate its transformation from the 
perspective of lifelong training, making the most of current resources.

	 6.2.	� The recognition and certification of non-formal  
and informal learning

If autonomy, flexibility and accessibility are three basic characteristics of any 
system of lifelong learning, then recognition and certification of non-formal 
and informal learning constitute the fourth pillar of the system. The learning 
that an adult does throughout life, including that of a professional character, 
is mostly done in an informal manner through lived experience or through the 
participation in a multitude of activities with educational value (for example, 
attending conferences, forming part of a work group, etc.), although of a non-
formal character. 

A system of lifelong learning has to assess this type of non-formal and informal 
learning and give it importance through its incorporation into a structure of 
qualifications which, together with formal learning helps individuals define 
their own educational strategy. The hope is that by placing value on experience, 
individuals will be motivated to join the dynamic of lifelong learning as a 
means to enrich and update their competencies.
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		  The assessment and measure of non-formal and informal learning

For decades, the great development of formal educational and vocational 
training systems eclipsed the importance of experience as a source of 
learning and work as a space for learning. The trend toward the formalization 
of learning and the successes achieved in educational efficiency are at the 
foundation of the enormous progress that the application of science to 
production has brought over the last few centuries. Rationality, objectivity 
and efficiency in the organization of formal educational processes were 
in contrast to the subjectivity and the individual limitation of experience, 
undervaluing it and imposing the domination of educational processes and 
formal training. Only in the countries of Scandinavian and Germanic culture 
has the value of work as a space for learning been maintained through 
their dual systems of training which combine school-based education with 
workplace apprenticeships.

The rediscovery of the educational value of experience and work came 
about as a result of better knowledge of the mechanisms of adult learning 
and the development of the prospect of lifelong training. Integrating adults 
in a generalized manner into the system of training also required introducing 
learning acquired through alternative paths into the system. Thus, currently, 
we have a more balanced and interconnected conception of the relationship 
between formal, non-formal and informal training, which permits us to better 
understand the learning process.

All learning is related with context as it is fruit of the interaction of the 
individual with material and social conditions. Learning cannot be reduced to 
the passive reception of units of knowledge. The individual that learns acquires 
his or her capacity to act participating in an effective manner in a permanent 
process of learning. Thus, training or learning does not consist only in the 
reproduction of knowledge and abilities, but also in their reformulation and 
renovation. Training and experience are not two antagonistic concepts but in 
the modern period two paths which shape learning that combine in the life of 
the individual through his/her career and life trajectory. 

However, learning, in addition to being contextual, is also partially tacit, and 
therefore its identification is not easy (Colardyn, 2005). Often, individuals 
mobilize competencies that they are not aware they possess or that they do 
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not always know how to formulate easily. The cook, mechanic and computer 
programmer do not always know how to explain rationally their ability to 
resolve the professional situations they have to face.

This ambiguity in non-formal and informal learning creates difficulties in their 
measurement. The procedures and instruments for the evaluation of learning 
have to be valid, in other words, they must measure what they want to measure 
and be reliable, meaning that two measurements taken of the same learning 
outcome give the same result. In formal training a lot of experience has been 
accumulated in the evaluation of what students learn. Even so, its validity 
and reliability continue being questioned. A fortiori, this questioning becomes 
critical in the evaluation processes of non-formal learning.

In addition to reliability and validity, the mechanisms for recognition of 
experience need to have some benchmarks and criteria for judgment which 
make evaluation possible; in other words, benchmarks and criteria for 
evaluating experience need to be established.

In 2004 the European Union recognized the importance of the issue and 
elaborated a set of common principles to identify and validate non-formal and 
informal education, and asked member states to disseminate and apply them 
in their actions (European Council, 2004).

These principles, although very generic, establish that the systems for the 
identification and validation of non-formal and informal education have to 
be voluntary, guarantee equal access and treatment for all and respect for 
the privacy of all individuals. The principles give responsibility to certain 
stakeholders according to their role and competencies, for the establishment 
of systems of validation, which have to include guidance, counselling and 
quality guarantees in their functioning, in relation to the legitimate interests 
of each party, and ensure the balanced participation of all the actors involved 
in the process. In addition, the procedures for identification and validation of 
non-formal and informal learning must be fair, transparent and impartial, with 
the establishment of mechanisms to avoid conflicts of interest and guarantee 
the professional competency of the evaluators. In 2006, the European Council 
returned to the theme of the recognition of the value of non-formal and informal 
education, this time from the perspective of policies in favour of young people 
(Resolution, 2006).
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In any case, designing and launching mechanisms for the recognition of 
experience and non-formal education and training is not a simple task, and 
surely currently constitutes one of the most complex challenges for the 
educational sciences. In what follows we will look at some of the actions taken 
so far to progress in this area.

		  Ongoing experiences

Analyzing the most modern systems for the recognition of experience some 
general criteria on the basic elements that such a system of validation should 
have can be established:

A standard or benchmark for qualifications, degrees or competencies ••
which permits the establishment of validation criteria.

A modular or credit system of training that allows for the certification of ••
learning outcomes.

The regulation of the process of validation which defines requirements ••
and procedures with the publicity and assurance needed to generate trust 
and credibility. 

A mechanism which informs and advises individuals during the process.••

The majority of European countries have begun to advance along this path. 
Some are in experimental phase, such as Germany, others, in development 
phase, such as the case of Spain, and some are now in the application phase, 
such as France, Finland, Denmark and the United Kingdom.

Despite the peculiarities of each national system, characteristics common to 
the majority of countries can be observed. In all cases standards to establish 
the criteria for validation have been established. In some countries there is 
not a single standard but various ones, promoted by different institutions with 
different aims: some are aimed at serving as references for occupations, others 
are references for training and, finally, others have the objective of validating 
non-formal learning.

The defining of credits or training modules is also used in many cases. Spain, 
France, Finland, Denmark, Ireland, Holland, Sweden and the United Kingdom 
are among the countries that have introduced modular criteria in their training 
or in the procedures for the recognition of experience.
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The participation of the social partners, together with sector-based professional 
bodies, is also a characteristic shared by many countries. The methods of 
validation vary from one country or one mechanism to another. The procedures 
can consist in the use of exams, descriptive methods based on a documented 
dossier, observation through tests or directly on-the-job, and the use of simulation 
methods or evidence-based methods. Each method presents its own difficulties 
and costs, which must be taken into consideration in assessing the most adequate 
forms for each case.

In general, existing mechanisms are oriented toward facilitating access or 
acquisition to the certificates or diplomas of the formal system through partial 
or total validation of professional experience or non-formal learning. In some 
countries, such as for example, Austria, Belgium, Germany and Norway, these 
criteria have been incorporated into their formal systems through tests for persons 
that have acquired their knowledge through paths distinct from formal training. 
However, there are also cases in which validation is separate from systems of 
training and has objectives which are strictly professional or sectoral.

The experience of the Association for the Certification of Professional 
Competencies (ACVC), promoted by the French chamber of commerce for 
the construction of a system based on the criteria of the ISO/IEC international 
quality norms, or private systems from computer and information science 
companies like Microsoft or Cisco, which constitute a reference for obtaining 
qualifications in the sector, are examples of these types of autonomous 
mechanisms.

There is still a long way to go to normalize the recognition of experience 
and non-formal training. The systems currently in place are hardly used, 
but in some cases they have begun to certify a significant number of 
persons. This trend suggests that systems of training and qualifications are 
increasingly open to paths other than the formal one for the acquisition of 
learning. 

The French case is a good example. France has a long tradition of 
mechanisms for the recognition of professional experience of different types. 
But the most recent regulation of 2002 is what has had the most impact. It 
created a centralized system for all degrees, diplomas and certificates with 
a professional end, including university degrees (Validation des Acquis 
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de l’Expérience, VAE) but with decentralized certifying agents and with 
significant involvement of regions, the social partners and professionals. 
The whole system pivots around the National Repertory of Professional 
Certification and the National Committee for Professional Certification, the 
backbone of the system. 

The candidate that wants his or her knowledge to be recognized has to have 
had a minimum of experience in the sector, which does not have to be as 
a wage-earner or self-employed, as it can also be through involvement as 
a volunteer or through social institutions. The procedure begins with the 
presentation of a proposal. If it is accepted, the candidate fills out a form or 
dossier in which he or she details all accumulated experience. This dossier is 
examined by a jury which normally solicits a personal interview.

The jury is made up of teachers and professionals. Half of the members are 
employees, while the other half are representatives from business firms. The 
jury can give partial or total recognition for a particular certification and 
justifies its decision with a proposal for an advisable itinerary. This mechanism 
is accompanied by the availability of information and counselling during the 
whole process. In 2006 22,284 dossiers were examined by the French ministry 
of education, 60 percent of which led to a full certification. In addition, the 
activities of other ministries and certifying entities should be added to this 
figure (Rapport, 2005).

In Spain we will have to wait to know the National Institute of Qualifications’ 
(INCUAL) proposal to organize the recognition of professional experience, 
though some autonomous communities have already begun initiatives in 
that direction, basically to facilitate the recognition of experience so that 
individuals can obtain the certificates of the vocational training cycles. 
Recently the government announced the regulation of a system of recognition 
of experience for individuals to accede to certificates of initial vocational 
training.

Much hope has been placed in the initiation of a mechanism of these 
characteristics and in its capacity to motivate workers to access training, 
given the large number of workers there are in Spain with a lot of professional 
experience but without any type of certification or only with primary school 
education. The recognition of experience, whether total or partial, can be an 
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incentive to many workers to invest in a formal qualification, and this can 
have affect on their professional trajectory and on the competitiveness of 
companies.

The presence of many adults in initial cycles of vocational training, the 
University access exams for those above 25 years of age and the growing 
demand for access to training cycles are phenomena that reflect the evolution 
of a social demand for education and training that goes beyond traditional 
schooling.

Regarding the national system of qualifications on which INCUAL is working, 
some of the elements that have been presented as necessary to construct a 
system of lifelong learning are being developed. What remains pending is 
a process for the recognition of experience, around which decisions will be 
made about options which will affect the overall system. In particular there is 
a lack of clear objectives about how the current system of vocational training 
is to evolve toward a system of lifelong learning which can face the future 
challenges of the knowledge society. 

Once again, there is a lack of agreement over who should be involved in the 
accreditation process and how it should be done. The principal actors are the 
same: the central government, the autonomous communities and the social 
partners and professionals. It will be necessary to find the right combination 
between overall regulation and territorial and sectoral roles, precisely the key 
elements that are being discussed.
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To speak of the knowledge society is to speak of the transformation that 
innovations in information and communication technologies (ICTs) have 
brought about in recent decades in the characteristics of the industrial society 
that had dominated during the 19th and much of the 20th century.

There is still not enough historical perspective to clearly define the characteristics 
of this new type of society, nor is there consensus over up to what point it is really 
a new type of society. For this reason, different concepts are often used to define it, 
such as: information society (Masuda, 1984), post industrial society (Bello, 2006), 
informational society (Castells, 2001) and postmodern society (Baudrillard, 2000). 
Surely, the concept of knowledge society (Drucker, 1969) has recently become the 
most frequently used because in a certain way it allows us to explain the changes 
we are living while at the same time it projects toward the future an attractive 
objective for humanity: knowledge as the motor of society.

In fact, what can be seen are two types of interconnected phenomena which have 
transformed the majority of political, economic, social and cultural relations 
of industrial society (Castell, 1999). On the one hand, the development of 
information and communication technologies, which have made possible an 
exponential growth in the human capacities to generate knowledge, process 
information and transmit and communicate symbols, therefore transforming the 
spatial and temporal coordinates of communication and human activities. And 
on the other hand, the globalization of human activity and the interconnection 
between societies, economies and cultures of the whole world. Both phenomena 
have generated a significant growth in productivity in many economic spheres 
and are transforming the power structures inherited from industrial society at 
local, state and global levels.

	VII.	Training in the knowledge society
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Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have not only become 
an important economic sector, very dynamic and in continual evolution and 
innovation, but above all, have transformed the ways in which goods and 
services are produced in all other economic sectors, just as happened with the 
application of new energy sources such as electricity at a certain moment in 
the evolution of industrial society. The speed of the expansion and the rhythm 
of change that have pervaded the economy are comparatively greater than 
the impact that prior technological applications had, and have multiplied the 
importance of innovation as an element of competitiveness. The application 
of ICT to scientific production has contributed to converting knowledge 
into another important factor in innovation and competitiveness. Currently, 
knowledge and innovation have increased their importance as criteria that aid 
in the competitiveness of an economy.

The globalisation of the world’s economies, facilitated by ICT but also driven 
by other factors, has contributed to changing the relationships among economy, 
society, politics and culture, and has led to the formation of new poles of power 
in almost all those areas. ICTs and globalization have not only contributed to 
restructuring economies, but are also influencing the evolution of societies. 
Their effects on education and culture, the impact on the interrelationships 
between persons that the massive use of cellular telephony and Internet have 
had, the development of mass tourism or the new consciousness of belonging 
to one world, are examples of their social impact.

Thus, current transformations cannot be reduced to their technological 
and economic aspects only. Many other factors are interacting to generate 
new scenarios. Among these factors education stands out. The significant 
increase in educational levels that was produced in many countries during 
the second half of the 20th century, but particularly in the most developed 
countries, has generated the conditions for the development of the knowledge 
society. A more educated population, and as a consequence, one with greater 
learning capacities, has strengthened the individualization of personal and 
social relations, has generated conditions for dealing with situations of great 
complexity making use of more complex instruments, therefore accelerating 
the growth of knowledge to until recently unsuspected limits.

Today, thanks to ICTs, globalisation and the growing educational levels of the 
population, a development of knowledge beyond the frontiers of the science 
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of the mid-twentieth century is possible. The use of this knowledge in social 
and economic activities can open perspectives that were unknown up to now. 
At the same time, however, this situation also generates a series of challenges, 
risks and tensions that humanity never had to confront before.

In these new social conditions, marked by the accelerated speed of change and 
the increase of complexity, which make it difficult to project into the future or 
to isolate tendencies that permit us to understand where this type of society is 
heading, one must ask what role will training have and what will its impact be 
on human activities.(1)

	 7.1.	 The role of training in the knowledge society

In this section some of the tendencies toward change will be commented on, 
highlighting the competencies that acquire an important value in the information 
society and how these competencies imply certain future necessities for 
qualifications.

		�  Toward the generalization of secondary education and training  
and higher education and training

As was just mentioned, an increase in the educational levels of the population 
can be observed, particularly in developed countries. The averages for all of 
Europe or the countries of the OECD give a picture of the dimension of the 
phenomenon, but if we look at the situation of the most advanced countries we 
can even better capture the potential of this evolution.

For example, in 2005 more than 25 percent of the population over 15 years 
of age in Finland, Estonia and Denmark had higher education. The European 
average (EU-27) was 19.3 percent, while in Spain this percentage was 21.7 
percent. In the three most advanced countries women had higher educational 
levels than men (in Estonia 28 percent of women had higher education), while 
in Europe as a whole women had lower educational levels than men. In other 
words, it seems that the countries with the highest educational levels have 
gotten there because women invest more in their education. 

(1) To go deeper into the debate on the transformations of the knowledge society see Brinkley (2006), Murnane and 
Levi (2004), Brown, Green and Lauder (2001), Stehr, (1994), UNESCO (2005) and CIREM-ICT(2000).
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Table 7.1

Population above 15 years of age by educational level  
and participation in continuing training
Year 2005

Country and levels Total Men Women Continuing 
Training (1)

EU-27 9.5

0-2 47.9 50.5 45.6

3-4 19.3 20.4 18.3

5-6 67.2 70.9 63.9

Czech Republic 5.6

0-2 69.6 73.4 66.0

3-4 10.4 12.1 8.9

5-6 80.0 85.6 74.8

Denmark 27.3

0-2 44.4 47.9 41.1

3-4 25.7 24.8 26.6

5-6 70.1 72.6 67.8

Germany 7.7

0-2 52.9 54.1 51.8

3-4 19.3 24.1 14.7

5-6 72.2 78.3 66.5

Estonia 5.9

0-2 46.5 50.6 43.3

3-4 25.2 21.6 28.1

5-6 71.8 72.2 71.4

Spain 10.5

0-2 19.0 19.4 18.6

3-4 21.7 22.3 21.2

5-6 40.7 41.7 39.8

Austria 12.9

0-2 57.1 60.2 54.2

3-4 14.0 17.1 11.2

5-6 71.2 77.4 65.4

Poland 4.8

0-2 59.2 62.9 55.9

3-4 13.0 12.1 14.0
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In the OECD sphere in that same year, Canada, Japan and Korea, as well as 
Israel and Russia, had more than 50 percent of their population from 25 to 34 
years of age with higher education. The OECD average was 32 percent and 
that of the European Union of the 19 (before the latest expansion) was 30 
percent. In Spain the figure was 40 percent. Therefore, a first tendency seems 
to be that the most developed countries have around a third of the population 
and 50 percent of young people with higher education.

Regarding the percentage of the population that has, at minimum, completed 
secondary education, the same trend can also be seen toward high educational 
levels. In 2005, this percentage was more than 70 percent in the Czech 
Republic, Germany, Estonia, Denmark, Lithuania, Austria, Poland, Slovenia 
and Slovakia. Denmark, in fact, had 85 percent of the male population with 
this educational level. Spain, for its part, had a percentage of 40.7 percent, 
even below the average for the Europe of the 27, which was 67.2 percent, and 
with women with a lower level than men. As can be observed, in the group of 
countries with the highest percentages of the population with secondary studies, 
the countries of Germanic influence and from Eastern Europe dominate, and 
these are precisely the countries which have strong vocational training systems. 
Therefore, in this case the difference lies in vocational training: the countries 
with more developed vocational training systems are also those which have a 
higher percentage of the population having completed secondary education.

If only the potentially economically active population of 25 to 65 years of age 
is taken into account, in the year 2007, in the European Union of 27 countries, 
70.8 percent of the population had, at minimum, completed secondary 
education. In countries such as Estonia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia this 
percentage was above 85 percent and in the Czech Republic it was 90.5 percent. 

5-6 72.3 75.0 69.8

Finland 22.5

0-2 39.3 41.6 37.2

3-4 25.6 23.7 27.4

5-6 65.0 65.4 64.6

Note: (1) Participation of adults between 25 and 64 years of age in education and training during a period greater 
than four weeks.
Source: Elaborated by author from the INE (EU LFS) and Eurostat.
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In Spain, in contrast, only 50.4 percent of the potentially active population 
had completed secondary education. In other words, a second tendency is that 
the most advanced countries are evolving toward a situation in which almost 
everyone obtains, at minimum, a complete secondary education.

In comparison with these countries, as has been seen, Spain has a high 
percentage of the population with higher education but overall has a very 
important deficit in persons with intermediate level qualifications. This is a 
result of the lack of development of vocational training, due to an excess of 
population with low educational levels. Although the situation has improved 
a lot in recent decades there still continue being too many young persons who 
leave the educational system with very low levels of education.

If we look at the population in lifelong training, in 2005 Finland, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom and Denmark all had more than 20 percent of their adult 
population of 25 to 64 years of age in training. In concrete, Denmark had 
more than 27 percent. In Spain, this percentage was 10.5 percent, while the 
European average was 9.5 percent. In other words, a third tendency that can 
be seen is that one of every four or five active persons will follow a training 
activity each year. Said in another way, if the distribution among the population 
were equitable, every four or five years the whole active population would 
become up-to-date through training. Spain has achieved acceptable levels for 
the updating of the employed population within the European sphere, but is 
still far from the most advanced countries.

These three tendencies allow us to provide an initial answer to the question of 
the role of education and training in the knowledge society. The educational 
and training systems have to be capable of getting, at minimum, between 30 
and 50 percent of young people to obtain a higher degree, diploma or certificate 
and practically all young people to successfully complete secondary education, 
either through the completion of the baccalaureate or through vocational 
specializations. In other words, if industrial societies are those which saw the 
universalisation of primary school education, the knowledge society is that 
which must generalize secondary school education. This relationship between 
educational levels and the knowledge society is not only quantitative, but 
also qualitative. The learning capacities that are obtained through secondary 
education are those that seem to correspond to the minimal learning needs of 
individuals so that a knowledge-based society can develop.
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This relationship must be taken into account when promoting this type of 
society, especially in countries on the path to development. Without broad 
levels of secondary school education the functioning of a society based on 
knowledge will not be possible, however much technological investment is 
carried out.

The relationship that will be necessary between higher and secondary 
education is still not clear, as there are countries with low percentages of 
persons with higher degrees or diplomas that base their qualifications on the 
spread of secondary education and others, like Spain, that present a reverse 
schema. Spain is the only country in Europe that has a lower proportion of the 
population with intermediate level certifications than with higher degrees.

It remains to be seen if the growth of the population with higher education 
will tend to stagnate at a certain level, and if the population with secondary 
education will continue to grow. The tendencies can vary among countries. 
But what does seem clear is that in the coming years educational systems must 
be prepared to and have to be capable of schooling practically all young people 
through the baccalaureate or an advanced level cycle of vocational training 
and to retrain the adult population that did not achieve this level in the past.

The National Reform Agenda that the Spanish state has developed and 
presented in the European Union with the aim of achieving the Lisbon 
objectives heads in this direction. Conscious of the challenge of broadening 
secondary education, the authors of the Agenda proposed modest objectives 
and established that for 2008 74 percent of 20 to 24 years olds would have 
completed secondary education. The intention is to get to 80 percent in 2010. It 
should be remembered that in 2001 this figure was 65 percent and in 2006 61.6 
percent, in other words, far from the objective of 2008 and with a downward 
trend instead of a growing one. 

But to even achieve these modest objectives, which are still far from the more 
advanced countries (in 2006 the European average for the 27 was 77.8 percent), 
a restructuring of the educational and training system will be necessary and, 
therefore, the allocation of more resources. The stagnation of public spending 
on education in relation to GDP in recent years, with the percentage of 
spending even going down, is not a good sign of the importance that is given 
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to this issue. In 2000, public spending on education was 4.35 percent of GDP, 
while in 2005 it was 4.29 percent (Ministry of Education, 2008).

However, the role of training in the knowledge society cannot be reduced to 
a question of sheer numbers; in addition, questions regarding what type of 
training should be offered to the population and what professional competencies 
have to be learned also have to be raised.

The debate about the training to be offered cannot be carried out without 
taking into account the role that new technologies have acquired in the 
production of knowledge. The ICTs today constitute the basic tool; therefore, 
the degree of use of these technologies by educational and training systems 
is a good indicator of the adaptation of these systems to the new educational 
requirements of the knowledge society.

During the 2005-2006 course, 98.3 percent of Spanish schools had connections 
to the Internet. However, while in the year 2006 95 percent of Spanish students 
of 16 years of age or more used Internet, in the last three months the percentage 
of those that connected from school went down to 59 percent. In contrast, the 
European average (27 countries) was 92 percent of students with access to the 
Internet and 65 percent with access from school. In countries such as Denmark 
these percentages are respectively 98 percent overall and 95 percent in school. 
This is the difference. In other words, in Spain the level of connection to the 
Internet among students is good, but access to the Internet from school is 
low and is below the European average and far from that found in the most 
advanced countries.

In 2007, in the majority of countries of the OECD more than 25 percent of 
companies use e-learning programmes to train their employees. In Spain this 
percentage is around 30 percent. Greece and Slovakia are above 40 percent.

Although schools provide access to the new communications technologies, 
the speed of the connection is not very good and the number of students per 
computer is still too high. We are still far from the massive use of ICTs in the 
schools, and even farther from the restructuring of the learning process so that 
the majority of information that the schools transmit is available in open form 
and at any time on the Internet.
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		  Competencies required in the knowledge society

Trying to respond to the question about what are the competency requirements 
of the knowledge society and, therefore, what is the educational and training 
content that will have to be provided is a complex task (UNESCO, 2005). It is 
difficult to offer an answer given that the evolution of the economic activities 
of the knowledge society is in full development and, as a consequence, it 
is not clear what the overall trends will be. Above all, what the territorial 
distribution of the current trends will look like on a world scale is not known. 
The knowledge society can only be understood on that global level. With the 
information currently available it is still not possible to provide a detailed 
analysis of the skills and competencies needed on a world scale. 

Two recent examples reveal the need to be very prudent in making projections 
about rising trends. One of these examples is the bubble from the «new 
economy» of the 1990s and its subsequent bursting, which made it necessary to 
revise many projections about the need for technicians and specialists in ICTs 
or about the spread of the competencies required in these type of economic 
activities in the overall economy. The second, more recent example, refers to 
the forecast that low value added world production would be concentrated 
in emerging countries, while high value added production and innovation 
would be reserved for the developed countries. Contrary to this forecast, 
we are seeing how some emerging countries have been capable of rapidly 
incorporating high value production and competing in this area with the most 
advanced countries.

Faced with this degree of uncertainty one can only narrow forecasts down to 
the short or medium term, opening capacities for flexibility to the maximum so 
that adaptation to changes is as rapid as possible while committing to providing 
the skills directly related with the requirements of the strategic options of each 
region, following their evolution closely.

Nevertheless, some data on the current situation (OECD, 2008) does provide 
information about the potential and limits of the range of action in the coming 
years. For example, specialists in ICTs in Spain in 2007 represented 2.9 
percent of the employed, while in the EU-15 this percentage was 3.1 percent. 
In Canada and Switzerland it is above 5 percent and in Sweden, Finland and 
Denmark over 4 percent. But if we take into account a broader definition of 
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ICT workers that includes not only specialists but also intensive users of these 
technologies, the percentages for Spain were 18.6 percent, in the EU-15 22 
percent and in Canada, Luxembourg, the United Kingdom and Denmark over 
27 percent.

The ICT economic sector represented 3.9 percent of total jobs in the private 
sector in 2006. In the EU-14 this percentage was 5.6 percent, and in Finland, 
Sweden, Ireland and Denmark it was over 7 percent. In the countries of the 
OECD in 2004, manufacturing firms that use medium or advanced level 
technologies were responsible for 7 percent of gross value added, while in 
Spain they contributed a little bit under 5 percent, with a tendency toward 
a decline in their weight because of the effects of the offshoring of business 
to emerging countries. For its part, the service sector in knowledge intensive 
markets represented 21 percent of gross value added in the OECD, while in 
Spain less than 15 percent. This indicates the importance of economic activity 
based on knowledge and innovation in developed countries, particularly 
in services, although important economic activity based on other factors 
continues.

The data available now points to aspects such as:

A rapid and wide extension of new information and communication ••
technologies (ICTs), broadly used by the population.

The consolidation and importance of ICT as an economic sector although ••
its size may not be very great. It is a sector which requires a limited number 
of specialists, although an important proportion of workers use ICTs 
intensively in their professional tasks in all economic sectors.

Activities based on knowledge and innovation have an important weight ••
in the economies of the developed countries. Spain does not stand out in 
this area but neither is it far from European or OECD averages.

		  Forecast for qualifications

What are the foreseeable consequences of the impact of ICTs in the labour 
market and on the skills and competencies demanded by the economy? The 
studies available are not very conclusive on this theme, particularly with respect 
to their impact on employment, as the destruction of some jobs is compensated 
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for by the creation of others. The latest studies of the OECD, however, point 
toward a negative effect on the stability and quality of employment in the most 
developed countries. The least skilled and those with the lowest educational 
levels are particularly vulnerable.

One of the most solid attempts to forecast the evolution of employment in the 
coming years (CEDEFOP, 2008), sponsored by the European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) before the crisis of 2007, 
concludes that from 2006 until 2015 13 million jobs will be created in the 
25 countries of the European Union. In addition, along with this forecast, an 
important sectoral change will take place. Jobs in manufacturing industries 
will decline slightly and hence, the primary sector will see its weight in overall 
employment reduced. In contrast, jobs in services, in both distribution and 
transport as well as in non-market services and above all services to business, 
will significantly increase. With respect to the construction sector light growth 
is expected.

The different sectoral dynamics will provoke important population movements 
across sectors that will require major retraining. It is interesting to see that 
even in the areas in which a decline in employment is foreseen there will be 
a lack of labour to replace existing labour due to the progressive aging of the 
economically active population. Thus, it is probable that it will be difficult to 
find labour for those sectors which are less attractive because of the lack of 
positive future expectations, as has occurred in Spain in the last decade.

Although with strong variations among countries, the jobs with the highest 
expectations for growth are found at the extremes of the qualifications scale: 
on the one hand, the most skilled non-manual labour jobs and, on the other 
hand, the simplest jobs. In contrast, the intermediate level jobs will decline. 
According to these forecasts, more and more jobs will demand high level 
and intermediate level qualifications, hence reducing the weight of jobs 
for individuals with low skill levels. The jobs which demand high level 
qualifications will represent practically 30 percent of total employment, 
while those of mid-level qualifications will be 50 percent. The mix between 
the characteristics of jobs and the qualifications required generates an 
expectation of rising underemployment in some areas and an increase in 
qualifications in others. 



182  Vocational training in Spain

In short, the current forecast about the medium term evolution of employment, 
although subject to a necessary revision for the possible impact of the current 
crisis, sees an expected sustained demand for workers with high level and 
intermediate level qualifications in the labour market, which would continue 
supporting the efforts of countries and individuals to achieve higher levels of 
initial training, as is now occurring in the most developed countries. 

In addition, it is also clear that in the coming years important changes will 
continue in different economic sectors as well as in different occupations 
and that therefore, the capacity to retrain and upgrade the competencies of 
significant numbers of persons will have to be even more developed, even in 
the case of those jobs with little expectation for growth. Finally, a problematic, 
detected after some years, continues and will be accentuated in the coming 
years. This is the existence of a growing number of low-skilled jobs. In other 
words, the knowledge society will not eliminate, despite the development 
of new technologies, a significant number of simple jobs that do not require 
high skills. Many of these jobs correspond to social functions which are vital 
or important to the well-being of the population, such as for example, the 
dependent care sector. 

This, in combination with the growing demand for qualifications, will lead 
to a possible increase in underemployment among persons with higher 
degrees and intermediate level diplomas and certificates. The evolution of 
underemployment can vary in function of the dynamics of the labour market 
and the measures that are adopted.

These trends, contradictory in some cases, mean that in many situations, even 
in the case of individuals with low skill levels, a mobilization of professional 
competencies will be necessary. The level of demand for workers to mobilize 
their competencies will increase in all occupations, and it will not be easy to 
teach some competencies in training processes, as for example those related 
with the quality of dependent care.

At the same time, these changes are happening in a context of greater flexibility 
in working conditions. This situation creates a growing insecurity among the 
working population and generates a high level of precarious work among 
certain collectives and in certain sectors. The degree of permanence of this 
situation remains to be seen; It could correspond to a period, more or less 
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long, of adaptation to the new re-equilibrium among world economies. Once 
this stage is passed the conditions of stability, security and well-being ought 
to improve (at least in the developed countries) due to accumulation from 
high productivity. The alternative is that insecurity consolidates as an intrinsic 
characteristic of knowledge societies.

Flexible conditions offer opportunities, but also evident dangers for those in the 
labour market. For example, the sociologist Manuel Castells (Castells, 2001), 
specialist in the analysis of the knowledge society (which he refers to as the 
informational society), distinguishes between self programmable labour, with 
a high capacity for adaptation to new situations, and generic labour, which is 
interchangeable and will remain trapped in low-skilled jobs. What stands out in 
this distinction is that the skills and work that individuals develop today, whether 
«certified» or not, in a situation of such rapid and profound transformations 
as those currently taking place, are as important as the capacity for adaptation 
constructed through learning ability and acquired through education.

The flexible worker (ANECA, 2007) is the new figure in the workplace and 
is spreading throughout the labour market without regard for qualifications, 
sectors or occupations, although women, young people, immigrants and the 
low-skilled are more subject to flexible labour conditions. Today, at minimum, 
between 30 and 40 percent of employment is considered to be atypical, in other 
words, not full time employment with a stable contract. Flexibility does not 
directly correspond with bad, poorly paid or low-skill jobs, but rather refers to 
the opportunity that individuals have to construct professional trajectories and 
obtain solid situations regarding work, wages or income. Although it is also 
true that for some persons flexibility affects them negatively, with the sudden 
destruction of their skills and reduction in their income.

In this way, preparing individuals so that they can better adapt to the changes 
that they will have to face during their working lives is another of the demands 
that the labour market places on systems of vocational training and one which 
necessitates the development of the capacity to resolve complex problems. In 
addition, growth in the quantity of information to manage thanks to the new 
information technologies has had a clear effect, increasing the complexity of 
decision making in both professional and personal life. The result is that at all 
levels of skill and social activity an increase in the difficulty of management 
and organization can be observed due to greater complexity. The effects on 
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individuals are also perceptible, with an increase in feelings of anxiety, disorder 
and stress.

Traditionally, a higher capacity for problem solving is acquired with experience 
and with higher skill levels. However, with the speed of the changes taking 
place in the knowledge society, experience is, by definition, lacking; there 
is no time to acquire it. The reaction in the working world is the increased 
demand for qualifications. As has been seen, today to carry out certain jobs 
competencies are required that are normally associated with intermediate or 
advanced degrees or certificates. But the results are not satisfactory because 
the problem is not one of more education, but rather of greater complexity. 
This occurs for the construction worker as well as for the secretary, for a 
manager of a commercial establishment or for an executive.

Educational level is no sufficient guarantee, as experience is lacking due to 
the novelty of situations. A «well ordered mind» is required, a certain dose of 
creativity, a determined attitude, a capacity for work, a strong personality and 
a specific methodology for managing complexity. All these elements are not, 
in general, present in the academic practice of training programmes. Educating 
and training individuals in these competencies demands redesigning the content 
of vocational training with a search for a new balance between the development 
of individuals’ learning capacities and problem solving capacities.

Therefore, it can be concluded that systems of training must be capable of 
providing individuals with the capacities necessary to integrate successfully in 
a very turbulent labour market and, at the same time, also contribute to boosting 
innovation and creativity in a context of high technological and scientific 
sophistication. This means helping individuals develop learning capacities 
built over structures of solid scientific knowledge and a range of skills which 
include, among others, the capacity to work with and interpret large quantities 
of information, work in a team, take initiative, deal with unexpected situations 
and communicate messages in the context of a multiplicity of transmitters and 
receivers of information.

One of the most important challenges of the coming decades will be negotiations 
to determine the conditions in which individuals will be willing to mobilize 
the competencies they have acquired, whether through educational processes 
or through experience, and surely through a combination of both elements.



Training in the knowledge society  185

	 7.2.	 Impacts on vocational training and in society

How will the changes that are being produced and those that can be expected in 
the short term as the knowledge society develops affect systems of vocational 
training and what social repercussions will these changes have?

		  European objectives

Systems of vocational training everywhere are evolving to adapt to new social 
demands. In the European area the «Education & Training 2010» programme was 
adopted by the European Union in 2002 to aid in the adaptation of the systems 
of training of member states to the challenges set by the Lisbon objectives. 
These objectives are intended to promote the well-being and competiveness of 
the European economy so that it can exceed other powers such as the United 
States and Japan and face the challenges that the emerging countries present.

This programme defines five very specific benchmarks to be achieved by 
2010. They are:

By 2010, all Member States should have at least halved the rate of early ••
school leavers compared with the rate in 2000, to achieve a European Union 
(EU) average rate of 10% or less. 

By 2010, all Member States should have at least halved the level of gender ••
imbalance among graduates in mathematics, science and technology, while 
securing a significant overall increase in the total number of graduates 
compared to the year 2000. 

Member States should ensure that, by 2010, the average proportion of ••
25-64 year olds in the EU with at least upper secondary education is 80% 
or more. 

By 2010, the percentage of low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading, ••
mathematics and science should be at least halved in each Member State 
compared with the rate in 2000. 

By 2010, the EU average level of participation in lifelong learning should ••
be at least 15% of the adult working age population (25-64 age group) and 
in no country should it be lower than 10%. [http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/
en/cha/c11064.htm]
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The second monitoring report done in 2006 to evaluate the degree to which these 
objectives were being achieved, detected unequal advances among member 
countries. All have initiated reforms, although they are far from assuring the 
attainment of the established benchmarks. If the reforms are not speeded up 
they will not achieve the looked for reduction in differences with the United 
States and Japan. The investments of these countries in education and human 
resources continue being well above that of almost all other countries, and in 
addition, the differences are widening in private sector investment, in higher 
education and continuing training.

On the global level, countries on the path to development, despite advances 
in recent decades, still have not achieved the objectives that the developed 
countries achieved during the industrial era. Because of this the Dakar Forum, 
celebrated in April 2000 under the slogan «Education for All», insisted on the 
commitment of the international community to the achievement of universal 
and obligatory primary school education for all by the year 2015. In addition, 
the Millennium Summit established among its objectives for the year 2015 
that all children would at minimum have to finish primary school.

In previous chapters the adaptation underway in the Spanish system of vocational 
training was described. Now this evolution has been placed in the context of the 
development of the knowledge society and the major trends currently observed 
have been described. In the next few years the reforms underway will have to 
be quickly consolidated as they are still too affected by Spain’s historical delays 
on matters of training to firmly address future challenges.

		  Future challenges for training

The consolidation of reforms in the most advanced countries and the trends 
detected in the evolution of knowledge societies will lead to new issues that 
today begin to be seen on the vocational training horizon. There are seven 
specific issues which will be discussed in what follows.

The first issue, and surely the most problematic, is the role of vocational training 
in its dual relationship with general education and the labour market.

In a context of rapid technological innovation and the development of knowledge 
as a factor in competitiveness, the conception of vocational training as a process 
of specialization upon finishing the different levels of general education, and 
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not as a specific training for particular collectives and for certain skill levels 
for workers, will be subject to diverse tensions which will shape its long-term 
evolution.

Vocational training will have to incorporate new «whys» in the preparation 
of competencies for those emerging occupations which call for innovative 
processes. In addition, it will have to be taken into account that there will not 
be enough experience in the labour market to systematize the training of the 
«hows». As the completion of the baccalaureate becomes a necessity for a 
whole generation, it will have to incorporate more scientific and technological 
content in all of its branches. Such a change in the baccalaureate would be to 
not only provide students with a more solid foundation to face the innovations 
in the economy but also to motivate a generation with very diverse interests 
specifically in the early years of their transition to adulthood and when they 
must begin to consider their professional futures.

However, the training of competencies should be conducted in closer interaction 
with the productive world and in a way that is closer to real working situations, 
from a perspective of lifelong training and constantly being updated. Therefore, 
vocational training will undergo a dual centralizing tension: on the one hand 
a tendency will exist toward the integration of basic content of a vocational 
character in general education and, on the other hand, there will be a tendency 
toward a closer approximation to a continuing training for employment.

The form that each system employs to find a balance between these two 
tensions (the teaching of generic competencies to address innovation and the 
teaching of competencies directly related to the workplace) will shape the 
physiognomy of the vocational training system. In fact, currently, for many 
occupations, above all in the service sector, qualifications are generated from 
general education through the level of advanced secondary education plus a 
specific vocational training.

The second issue that will introduce changes in the systems is the conception 
of vocational training centres. The practical development of the concept of 
lifelong training will bring a new form to the centres and to training activity. 
From spaces where, in a more or less rigid form, specialized courses are 
offered for different age groups and where students receive theoretical or 
practical teaching, they will have to become open spaces, closer to the specific 
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population where they are based and offering a very flexible training in which 
each participant constructs his/her training itinerary from a combination of 
training resources of all type that are offered in the centre.

The centre will be conceived as a space of training resources. A large part of 
these resources will not even be physically present in each centre, but will be a 
part of a digital network and will consist in guidance and support for organizing 
and consolidating learning processes. When most of the information necessary 
for learning is found online, the interest of individuals for on-site training will 
be centred on content that cannot be found online.

In these new centres individuals will have to find, among other things, spaces 
for the training of competencies, monitored guidance and aid in learning. These 
centres, in addition to providing learning resources should also provide the 
means for students to diagnose the state of their competencies, opportunities 
to connect with companies where students can learn on-site and the possibility 
to participate in international exchange programmes.

Obviously, a centre of these characteristics involves new needs and innovations: 
a new form of management, new tasks for the teaching staff (which must be 
properly trained), the transformation of the physical and spatial characteristics 
of the centre, greater ability to connect with internal and external training 
resources and greater visibility within the local environment, which strengthens 
the relationship of the centre with local businesses.

In other words, centres known and recognized by the local population will 
be necessary, which people will use with the same normality and ease with 
which they, for example, use the local library. Participating in training has to 
be as simple as going to the theatre or a shopping mall to buy something. In 
fact, individuals will surely have to visit training centres more often than an 
automobile dealership or an electrical appliance shop. The degree of knowledge 
and awareness that the population will have about the characteristics of the 
training offered by the centre will have to be similar to that which they now 
have of other types of services and products.

The third issue which has to be raised is related to the recognition 
of competencies. If the idea is for all the adult population to regularly 
participate in training activities, the systems for recognition, validation 
and accreditation of learning, whether done in centres or in any other way, 
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have to be simple, agile, reliable and recognized as legitimate. As seen in 
previous chapters, advances have been made in this direction, but there is 
still much to be done if the existing processes are to be effective. Without a 
mechanism of these characteristics it will be difficult to reach the majority 
of the population.

The fourth issue is related to equity in access to training. The question must 
be asked, what will happen to the population that does not attain a socially 
established minimum level of education and training, or to those that are not 
motivated enough or cannot constantly upgrade their capacities. As has been 
seen, these groups can have a place in the knowledge society in all those 
low-skill jobs, but they will be deprived of all possibilities for promotion and 
economic and social mobility. In this way inequalities become chronic and can 
put in danger the cohesion of the European social model. Training can be a 
factor in discrimination, and cultural exclusion and exclusion from knowledge 
can be harder than economic exclusion. 

Societies that aspire to high levels of social cohesion will have to look for 
imaginative and new formulas to keep low-skilled jobs from becoming a 
source of social exclusion. The transitory nature of these jobs is a factor in 
a plausible future strategy to address that social exclusion, as individuals in 
low-skilled jobs could access training which would provide them with higher 
qualifications which favour social mobility, but this will require important 
transformations in many social areas.

The fifth issue that has to be raised and related to the previous one, is the possible 
distance between the aspirations of individuals after making significant 
investments in education and the reality of the work available in the labour 
market. The persistence of low-skilled jobs in the knowledge society and the 
increase in the demands for qualifications from a greater proportion of the 
population will provoke underemployment and frustrations that will reduce 
the attraction of additional vocational training.

This means that it will be difficult to achieve substantial growth in the 
participation in training, above all in countries that already have a population 
with high levels of qualifications, without considering how, in knowledge 
societies, to organize mechanisms for the distribution and allocation of 
individuals into simple and low-skilled jobs that do not carry social stigma. 
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Access of the immigrant population to training raises a sixth issue, also related 
to the previous issues. The great danger posed by knowledge societies, as 
they are understood today, is that the immigrant population will be trapped 
in the most unfavourable social positions and that training will be a factor in 
discrimination. Such a scenario could be even more conflictive if factors related 
to ethnic inequalities are added, as can be seen in many European countries 
and cities. The access of immigrants to training is a condition for preserving 
high levels of social cohesion. For this reason, it is not enough to offer places 
to everyone, rather it is necessary to eliminate cultural barriers that make the 
massive incorporation of immigrants into training programmes difficult.

The seventh and last issue is related to the role of business in training. The 
idea that real work is a factor in the acquisition and learning of competencies 
necessitates a change in how training has to be organized in companies, until 
now still dominated by the tradition of a classroom-based organization. If the 
training of competencies requires space in real work places, companies become 
a key part of the system of training in the future knowledge society. The search 
for formulas to motivate and provide incentives for businesses to take their 
training function more seriously and for them to have more involvement in 
systems of training constitutes a task that will provide great scope for action.

These issues, which, as we have seen, are inherent in the training systems 
themselves and in some cases affect broader social organization, particularly 
in relation to the labour market, will continue to arise as the adaptations of 
the systems of training to the new necessities of the knowledge society are 
consolidated.

The concept of lifelong training constitutes the model which guides the 
evolution of systems of training. Its consolidation creates new challenges for 
the future in achieving quality lifelong training for everyone adapted to the 
new needs of individuals and businesses. If training, in the framework of the 
knowledge society, is to continue being one of the principal motors for social 
mobility and one of the most important paths for the distribution of positions 
in society, its integration into the labour market and in systems of labour 
relations will be necessary.
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�Conclusions

Throughout this study the elements which form the Spanish system of 
vocational training have been looked at and the principal issues which affect 
the functioning of the system and the challenges for its future evolution have 
been analyzed. In addition, an historical vision of the development over time 
of the principal concepts of vocational training and qualification has been 
provided so that their current meanings can be better understood.

Now, in this final chapter, a synthesis of the principal conclusions to be extracted 
from all the information presented and analysis carried out will be offered. Based on 
these conclusions a series of proposals, some already made in previous chapters, can 
be put forward which aim to improve the performance of the system and, above all, 
guide its evolution toward overcoming the challenges to be faced in the future. 

Thus, and without the intention of being comprehensive, based on the arguments 
put forward in previous chapters a series of positive characteristics as well as 
some weaknesses and aspects that need improvement can be identified in the 
system of vocational training.

Among the strong points of the system we find the following:

The basic architecture of the system of vocational training is well established ••
and presents a high degree of internal coherence, although some of its most 
concrete elements are developed in an unequal manner.

Initial vocational training is a subsystem with a simple structure, based ••
on a modern conception. This conception is based on an understanding 
of vocational training as a path to professional specialization for young 
people before leaving the educational system and incorporating into the 
labour market. As a result of the modernizing impulse of the LOGSE 
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the system of vocational training managed to overcome the traditional 
conception of training as a secondary path for the working class.  
This was achieved as a result of:

Access to vocational training requiring the prior completion of −−
compulsory secondary education, which meant a minimum educational 
level upon entering.

Vocational training including internships in businesses as part of −−
obligatory content (representing about 25 percent of the total time). This 
has contributed to improving the relationship between training centres 
and companies, and has facilitated the insertion of young people with 
vocational training certificates into the labour market.

Initial vocational training, structured in training cycles of intermediate ••
and advanced levels, had approximately 450,00 students in 2006. This 
figure is very low and makes clear the effort that remains to be made to 
increase the number of young people with qualifications that integrate into 
the labour market at this educational level.

A significant number of young people, in addition, access the advanced ••
cycles of vocational training, a part of them subsequently continuing on to 
university. In the 2004-2005 course, 8.3 percent of students registered in 
universities came from these advanced vocational training cycles.

In recent years there has been an increased incorporation of women ••
into initial vocational training. If in 2000-2001 46 percent of the students 
registered were women, this percentage increased to 49 percent in the 2006-
2007 course. The presence of women is even higher at advanced levels. 
In the 2007-2008 course there was a higher percentage of women in the 
advanced training cycles (with 51 percent there were even more women 
than men) than in the intermediate training cycles (46 percent).

The subsystem of training for employment – although it came into ••
existence later and very much tied to the entrance of Spain into the European 
Economic Community and to access to its funds – has evolved very rapidly 
and is today comparable to European models. In this time the value of 
training has spread among businesses and workers, both the employed and 
the unemployed.
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Training for employment reaches a very significant number of individuals. ••
Based on data from 2006, at least 3,250,000 individuals were trained in 
employment training programmes – which includes what before was called 
occupational training (for unemployed workers) and continuing training 
(for employed workers). What particularly stands out is the number of 
employed workers that have taken training courses; this number reached 
almost 3 million in 2006.

Characteristic of Spain is the important role played by the social partners ••
– business associations and trade unions – in the programmes of training for 
employment for employed workers. These agents participate and are directly 
involved in the management, provision and organization of the training offered. 
This has opened up a space for dialogue and agreement around the issue of 
training which has also been extended to collaboration on other issues.

In addition, this study has also highlighted some weak points and aspects that 
need to be improved, among them those that stand out are the following:

Some of the characteristics of education and the labour market in Spain ••
provide particularly difficult challenges for vocational training. These 
characteristics make it difficult to have an initial vocational training of a size 
capable of producing a sufficient number of workers with the skill levels 
required by the labour market. Among these characteristics are the following:

Spain has one of the worst rates for early school leavers. In 2007, 31 −−
percent of young people between 18 and 24 years of age had not finished 
compulsory secondary education or continued studying, when the overall 
figure for the European Union was only 14.8 percent. This deprives initial 
vocational training of a significant contingent of possible candidates and also 
implies that for years thousands of young people have been abandoning the 
educational system (many after more than ten years of schooling) without 
any skills or preparation for entering the labour market.

In Spain, in comparison to other countries of the European Union and −−
the OECD, young people are still choosing the baccalaureate more often 
than vocational training. Based on data from 2006, while in Spain 57.5 
percent of young people chose to study for the baccalaureate in comparison 
with 42.5 percent that chose training cycles, in the European Union these 
percentages were 46.7 percent and 47.6 percent respectively.
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The labour market in Spain is characterized by historically high rates −−
of unemployment, brusque changes in economic cycles and certain 
shortcomings with regard to the formal qualifications of workers. In 
concrete, while in Europe 49 percent of the employed population has 
intermediate level qualifications, in Spain this percentage only reaches 
23.1 percent. In contrast, workers with low qualification levels are much 
more numerous in Spain (42.4 percent) than in Europe (23.2 percent), 
as are, though only slightly so, those with the highest qualifications 
(34.5 percent vs. 27.8 percent).

The underemployment of skilled labour, as many highly skilled −−
workers are in positions below their level of qualification, or are 
even inactive or unemployed. The percentage of individuals in these 
situations (what could be called the «rate of talent loss» is 22.7 percent 
in Catalonia (and more than 28 percent among women).

The low number of skilled persons in the labour market also −−
corresponds to a weak demand for skilled workers on the part of 
businesses, which is the product of the historical process of mutual 
adaptation between the system of training and the productive system. 
Traditionally businesses have been accustomed to not demanding a high 
level of specialization for the workers they hire, but instead a particular 
capacity for learning. Specialization is carried out within the workplace 
itself, and often it is very specific and not very generalizable, which 
harms the mobility of workers in the labour market.

The integration and coordination between the subsystem of initial training ••
and training for employment can be improved, in part due to the following 
factors:

Vocational training has a dual dependency: while initial vocational −−
training depends on the Ministry of Education, Social Policy and 
Sport, training for Employment is under the Ministry of Labour 
and Immigration. This dichotomy is reproduced in the autonomous 
communities, where the ministries of education and labour divide the 
system of vocational training. This dual dependency does not help to 
develop training from a comprehensive perspective, where it is seen as 
a lifelong process. 
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This lack of coordination between initial training and training for −−
employment is also reflected in the training centres, where, far from 
being open and integrated, they constitute specialized centres for each 
type of formation or student profile and often isolated from the local 
social and economic environment. Training for employment, in addition, 
often takes place in classrooms rather than proper training centres.

A framework for coordination and an agreed upon strategic programme is ••
missing, a framework that would provide clear objectives and would assess 
their achievement. The foundation of this shortcoming is the difficulty of 
integrating a central system compatible with the decentralization that the 
transference of powers on this matter to the autonomous communities entails 
and the lack of consensus between both administrative terrains (central and 
autonomous) on certain key issues, which is blocking the reform of the 
system. This decentralization has very positive implications, among which 
stand out greater adaptability to local labour markets and circumstances, 
but if there is no coordination a certain dispersion of the system come to 
exist (which runs the danger of converting into 17 different systems – one 
for each of the 17 different autonomous regions) and there is a duplication 
of institutions and functions.

The functions of innovation, observation and evaluation of the system ••
of vocational training, keys for assuring the quality of the system, have 
not been completely developed in practice, despite being explicit in the 
regulatory texts. The difficulties involved in this development play an 
important role in the difficulties of coordination between the central and 
autonomous levels just mentioned.

A certain tendency orienting training toward the transmission of knowledge ••
(often theoretical) and not as much a training of skills and attitudes can 
be seen. This characteristic makes the establishment of training based on 
competencies difficult.

Spain has little weight in the elaboration of the training guidelines in ••
the European Union. In this sense, the question of how the autonomous 
communities (which really have the majority of the practical powers in 
vocational training) will participate in European affairs is also not resolved.
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The inclusion of initial vocational training in secondary schools has ••
some negative consequences. Among them should be mentioned a certain 
dissolution and lose of identity for these studies in the midst of training centres 
in which the educational dynamic of general education (not specialized) has 
dominated, with its more rigid management not well adapted to the local 
environment and the needs of the local labour market. In addition, in many 
of these centres, the material resources, although acceptable, are not the 
most modern and the teaching staff have important shortcomings regarding 
experience and knowledge of the subjects they teach.

Although workplace internships are a part of the curriculum of the ••
intermediate and advanced training cycle, the quality of these internships 
and their integration into the rest of the curriculum of the cycle, particularly 
when they are done in small firms or in productive sectors that are not very 
developed, are still below what is desirable. 

Although the presence of women in initial vocational training is growing, ••
much of it is concentrated in concrete professional families. Three of these 
families (health, administration and image) are responsible for 74 percent 
of the female students in intermediate training cycles. This differentiation 
in training by gender is greater than that seen in the labour market.

The establishment of initial vocational training as an attractive option ••
after secondary education presents too many differences among the 
different autonomous communities.

The training programmes for employed workers, although reaching many ••
workplaces, do so in an uneven manner. While in companies with less than 
10 workers the rate of access to these programmes is under 8 percent, among 
companies with more than 500 workers the rate is over 75 percent.

Companies tend to not spend all the subsidies they have available for ••
training activities. Mid-sized firms generally spend around 50 percent of 
what they have available, while large firms spend 66 percent. This implies 
that, despite growth in recent years, there is still much to do regarding 
promoting investment in training on the part of business.

The option of using work as a training element, very common in neighbouring ••
countries and the foundation of work-linked training programmes, has not 
caught on in Spain. Existing programmes of this type (workshop schools, 
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craft centres, employment workshops and training contracts) are rare and in 
the year 2006 reached no more than 60 to 70 thousand persons.

In short, these weak points can be synthesized into three major issues that 
need to be improved on:

The mutual adaptation, with negative results, to a low demand for skills ••
on the part of the productive system and little specialization in the offer of 
training.

The small size of initial training, which does not cover the needs of the ••
productive system, and is basically a consequence of the poor performance 
of the compulsory secondary education system. 

The articulation between the central state and autonomous state levels, ••
which weakens the mechanisms for the coordination and governance of 
the whole system. The solution involves introducing changes in some of 
its elements.

The system is in a transitional situation with a dual dynamic. On the one 
hand, the transition reveals an evolution toward the constitution of territorial 
systems at the level of autonomous communities, which tend to formulate 
their own systems, and on the other hand, it is evolving toward an open system 
of lifelong learning.

The rapidness of the transformations of the system, which did not consolidate 
its current form until just a few years ago, means that some structural elements 
which are still being formed obey a logic based on responding to problems from 
the past, which takes energy away from focusing on surmounting the challenges 
of the future. This problem can also be considered as an opportunity to address 
the pending reforms from a perspective focused on the future, introducing the 
most advanced elements that are adapted to the new situation.

The advance toward a knowledge society implies rapid changes that demand 
concentrating all efforts on the significant adaptations that the systems of 
training have to make in order to generalize access to lifelong training. An 
access that permits individuals to acquire the quality learning that corresponds 
to their needs.

At this point some proposals will be commented on which, in the light of 
arguments detailed in the text, can contribute to improving the system of 
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vocational training in this context of change, taking advantage of its strong 
points and trying to respond to or address the weak points which have been 
identified. The proposals have been grouped into four large blocks; those 
directed at improving the skills levels in the labour market, those focusing 
on strengthening training in the knowledge society, those related to the 
improvement of the governance of the system and, finally, those that are 
focused on a new comprehensive agreement for training and qualifications.

		  For higher qualifications in the labour market

In the relationship between the training system and the productive world 
different initiatives can be considered that aim to bring them closer.

From this study the conclusion is made that there exists a negative dynamic between 
the low demand for skilled workers on the part of businesses and a limited offer of 
training, above all in initial training, which mutually feed off each other. 

From the perspective of the knowledge society the expectation is that a greater 
demand for a skilled workforce will be produced, without the disappearance 
of the need for low-skilled workers. In this context, it seems advisable that the 
vicious circle be broken by both parties, with a boost in the demand for more 
highly qualified personnel on the part of businesses and the creation of a wider 
training offer.

There are diverse initiatives which would facilitate a closer relationship 
between the system of training and businesses, with the expansion of the 
training offer and the increase in the skills level of the workers:

a) A prior condition would be to achieve better results from compulsory 
secondary education, so that a larger number of young people can accede to 
the intermediate cycle of vocational training. Until this is achieved the current 
regulations of the Programmes of Initial Professional Qualification (PCPI) offer a 
second opportunity for young people that do not complete compulsory secondary 
education. The integration of the different social guarantee programmes and 
work-linked training programmes in the field of active employment policies 
such as workshop schools, craft centres and employment workshops into a 
single PCPI, sufficiently flexible so that all types of young people can fit within 
its programmes, would be a great advance.
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b) The promotion of training in school in alternation with work as training 
strategy would facilitate the relationship between training and the working 
world. The lengthening of the period of workplace internships and their 
extension to training for employment, or the implementation at the state level of 
the Basque experience of contracts between companies and students of initial 
training are two possible measures that have to be carefully considered.

c) Opening and bringing the centres closer to businesses is a necessary 
condition so that the previous measures will have a real day to day impact. To 
achieve this objective, it is necessary to reflect on the situation of vocational 
training within secondary schools. In this text (1) the need to offer a stronger 
identity and greater autonomy to vocational training centres has been argued 
for, and diverse options have been presented to achieve this, whether through 
levels of secondary education or through the creation of centres specifically 
for vocational training. A reform of these characteristics would facilitate the 
adaptation of centres to their local environment with a more comprehensive 
conception of the total training offer, both initial and continuing. The creation 
of local training campuses with an active participation on the part of local 
governments would facilitate the necessary coordination of all the training 
available within a specific territory, now very dispersed.

d) A greater commitment of the social partners to promoting training within the 
workplace and in different sectors with the objective of increasing the volume 
of training and subsidies placed at the disposition of businesses would have an 
immediate effect on the skills level of the active population. On the other hand, 
this commitment would have to be broadened to promote the improvement 
of access to training of the sectors with the lowest qualifications within the 
companies. The immigrant population would also have to be included among 
the collectives to be given priority.

e) The definitive development of a system for the recognition of professional 
experience would facilitate access to training to those groups that had not 
followed a formal training process, in that way permitting them to complete 
their qualifications.

(1) See page 54 and following.
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		  For a new drive to strengthen training in the knowledge society 

In this text it has been argued that the advance toward the knowledge society 
demands that a greater number of persons obtain the highest levels of 
qualification. To achieve this objective, it is necessary that training systems 
adapt to new social demands. It is not only a question of more training for 
more people, but also of qualitative changes in the training imparted, both in 
respect to the content and the form.

The renovation of the training system requires clear and quantifiable 
commitments regarding the levels of qualification needed by the adult 
population, and an improvement in access to training for certain groups and in 
regions where the system of training is less developed. 

To achieve the goals set out, it will be necessary to make the whole system more 
flexible in order to facilitate access and circulation within the system, between 
subsystems and levels. Fiscal policy could be an instrument to facilitate and 
provide incentive for the population to invest in training.

The access of the population to training would be easier if the training centres 
were better connected to their local environments, with strong guidance 
programmes directed at both youth and adults, and with offers coordinated 
across the territory and integrated among the different subsystems. These 
centres will have to have up to date and specialized equipment for the diverse 
professional families, and an offer of modular training that recognizes 
competencies acquired through other means.

A renovation of teaching, which is involved less in the transmission of 
knowledge and more in guidance and the training of learning capacities for a 
broad public, would be a step forward in the conception of lifelong training. 
The training and retraining of teachers so that their knowledge is up to date 
and adapted to the new training dimension becomes a priority. 

The strengthening of the use of the new information and communication 
technologies and the development of e-learning are necessary requisites for 
establishing the new training concepts.
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		  For better governance of the training system

At the most generic level of governance of the system there are diverse 
elements that need to be considered:

a) First, there is a lack of definition of evaluable and operative objectives that 
orient the actions of different actors involved in the governance of the system, 
at the level of the central state as well as that of autonomous community and 
local government. If the autonomous communities are establishing autonomous 
training plans, it seems reasonable that an instrument of such characteristics 
also be established at the central state level. In this sense, there is need for 
the formulation of a third national plan for vocational training that would 
give continuity to the work carried out up to now by the General Council for 
Vocational Training.

In the same direction, strengthening the functions of the General Council, 
not only as a consultative body of the government but also as a real area for 
coordination and consensus among all the parties involved, could help in 
compensating for the lack of global entities for the management of the whole 
system. The Council could act as a «senate» for vocational training, as the 
highest governing body of the system, leading its transformation in the 
evolution toward the knowledge society.

b) Second, the coordination between the state level and the autonomous level 
and the relationship of both with the social and economic partners (businesses 
and workers) surely constitute the most critical elements in the current situation 
in the system. The lack of consensus among these key actors is blocking and 
delaying the system’s capacity to adapt to new demands. It is necessary and 
urgent to arrive at an agreement that will overcome this current blockage and 
that, based on shared objectives, will define the structure and functioning of 
the system, and especially the role of each of these actors. This consensus 
could take the form of a major agreement on vocational training among these 
four key actors.

In addition to an agreement of this type, instruments will also have to 
be developed which will regulate the relationship between the central 
administration and the autonomous administrations on matters of training in 
a more stable manner, relieving the sectoral conferences of this function. For 
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example, the use of instruments similar to contract programmes would permit 
the streamlining and simplifying of the current mechanisms of coordination, 
monitoring and control among the different levels of government administration. 
These contracts could cover commitments for action, results and financing in 
relation to objectives set by the central state and each one of the autonomous 
governments in their respective plans for training. 

c) Third, and related with the previous point, there is duplication and overlapping 
among bodies which play a coordinating and managing role for parts of the 
system at the central state and autonomous levels. The current integration of 
the subsystems of continuing training and of occupational training into a single 
subsystem of training for employment requires rethinking the functions that the 
Tripartite Foundation and INEM were carrying out and adapting them to the 
new situation. Either INEM absorbs the Tripartite Foundation and becomes a 
quadripartite body or the Tripartite Foundation is reinforced as a quadripartite 
agency which will manage all training for employment at the state level.

In any case maintaining the division between the state management of the old 
occupational training and that of continuing training no longer makes sense 
after the Royal Decree for their integration. This division will put a brake on 
consolidating the integration between the two old subsystems, in addition to 
maintaining a whole series of bureaucratic tics and inefficiencies that need to 
be overcome.

This same approach is applicable to the autonomous communities, which have 
formed separate bodies for managing the old subsystems. In this area the need 
to merge the different management instruments which exist is even clearer.

d) Fourth, in the context of the reformulation of the managing bodies of the 
subsystem of training for employment, it will be necessary to debate over 
the new function that state bodies should play in relation to those which 
exist in each autonomous community. The inheritance from the past of a 
deconcentrated system will have to be overcome to get to a more up to date 
decentralized system. Therefore, the function of monitoring and control by 
state bodies should be placed under the leadership of autonomous bodies, 
but with shared objectives under a framework of clear legislated powers and 
functions accepted by all parties.
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Institutions such as INEM, the Tripartite Foundation, the General Council 
for Vocational Training and INCUAL will have to be reformed to establish 
a new type of relationship with the employment services of the autonomous 
communities, the autonomous councils for vocational training, the consortiums 
for continuing training and other similar bodies or with the autonomous 
communities’ institutes of qualifications.

e) Fifth, there has been little development of important complementary 
functions in the system that are necessary to face the challenges of the future, 
such as, the functions of guidance, innovation, quality assurance, evaluation 
and observation.

The clarification of who must organize the function of observation within the 
system and how it should be done is urgent. Whether it’s INEM or INCUAL 
coordinating this work through a network with autonomous observatories, the 
capacity to supply all the actors in the system, regardless of their place, with 
the information needed to make decisions based on solid data will have to be 
strengthened. 

The functions of quality assurance and innovation should either be left in 
the hands of the autonomous communities based on an agreement over the 
coordination of their development, or a body should be created which will take 
on these functions with the participation of the autonomous communities and 
the other actors involved. The capacity to advance toward an improvement in 
quality and the fostering of innovation cannot depend on the self regulation 
of the system itself. Both functions require a plan, a driving force and active 
supervision.

It is not necessary to create new bodies for each one of these complementary 
functions of the system, but it is necessary that each one of them is clearly 
defined and organized. The function of evaluation could be assumed by 
bodies which are also occupied with other functions, such as quality 
assurance and innovation or that of observation, or it could be included in 
an action plan within broader institutions for evaluation, whether a part of 
the educational system or public policy. However, what is necessary is that 
there is a systematic plan for evaluation of the whole system, and this is still 
pending development.
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Lastly, and not because it is a less important function, providing guidance will 
have to be developed with the aim of improving the transparency of the whole 
system. The complexity of the system and the multiplicity of actors do not lend 
themselves to one single mechanism for guidance, but it will be necessary to 
ensure that guidance is provided and assured throughout the different areas 
and levels of the system.

f) Sixth, the European programmes and activities will have to be relocated 
to achieve greater integration in the overall system, at both the level of 
the central state and that of autonomous communities, and to take better 
advantage of their potential to complement the resources of the system. In 
addition, under the new financial perspective of a positive net contribution 
from Spain to the European Union, Spain will have to have a more active 
and proactive presence in the field of training and in the European vocational 
training institutions.

All these elements referring to the general governance of the system point 
toward the same fact: the structure that the system of vocational training in Spain 
has acquired necessitates the redesigning of its general governing institutions, 
both at the central state level and at the level of autonomous communities, 
and in the relationship between both these levels. The strengthening of the 
institutions of the system would contribute to greater fluidity in its functioning, 
but above all would place it in a better position to face the transformations that 
will have to be carried out in order for it to adapt to the new demands of the 
knowledge society.

The volume and complexity that the system is acquiring places an initiative 
on the table, which up to now has only been raised among experts (De 
Asis and Rueda, 2003). This is the idea of creating a unified governing and 
administrative body for the whole system, such as a ministry for training 
or a similar body. An initiative of these characteristics would demonstrate 
the importance of training and its key role on the path to the knowledge 
society. It would also facilitate the coordination and governance of the whole 
system. In theory, the fact that many of the management responsibilities 
for the system of vocational training are not the responsibility of central 
government ought to facilitate the creation of a ministry for training or a 
similar body that would unify all powers over training under one authority, 
today distributed among diverse ministries, and which would work in close 
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collaboration with the ministries of education and labour to take on the 
regulation of the system of training as a whole.

At the level of the autonomous communities the proposal for the creation of 
a single agency to assume the management of all training would be justified, 
above all taking into account the complementarity of the resources of each 
one of the two departments normally involved. The departments of education 
have the equipment and the material resources that are intended for initial 
training while the departments of labour have those resources intended for 
training for employment. In addition, the departments of labour have those 
financial resources intended for training for employment to distribute, which 
would permit the reutilization of the equipment assigned to the departments of 
education for the benefit of the whole system. 

		  For a new agreement on training and qualifications

Within this study the absence of sufficient consensus among social partners 
and public administration at all levels to complete the architecture of a modern 
decentralized system of vocational training has been insisted upon on various 
occasions.

This study urges the adoption of a coherent agreement that will lead to a 
new stage in the evolution of the system of vocational training to meet the 
challenges training faces in the knowledge society, as the current model has 
achieved all that it can. This agreement should address the improvement of the 
organization of the system as well as its capacity to provide a skilled workforce 
and generate a greater demand for qualifications on the part of the world of 
work, both private and public.

The involvement of the four central actors of the Spanish system (trade 
unions, business organizations, central state government and autonomous 
governments) is a necessary condition to assure that the impact of such an 
agreement will be effective. It will be necessary to mobilize the whole society 
and the rest of the actors involved in the system of vocational training around a 
new agreement or pact of this type. To overcome the difficulties of the system 
and guide it toward the future is a task that requires the participation and 
commitment of the whole society, which will be its principal beneficiary.
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Both the society and the Spanish economy have much to gain with a reform 
of the system of training of these characteristics, intended to generate a more 
competitive economy and one that is capable of offering skilled and quality 
jobs to the great majority of the population. The current structure of the system 
of formation is solid and constitutes a starting point for making training a 
priority in the social and economic transformations taking place. It is in the 
hands of the key actors to take the initiative.
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Glossary of acronyms

ACVC: Association for the Certification of Professional Competencies.

BUP: Bachillerato Unificado Polivalente (General Unified Baccalaureate).

CEDEFOP: European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training.

EEC: European Economic Community.

CEREQ: Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur les Qualifications (Center for Studies 
and Research on Qualifications)

ECTS: European Credit Transfer System for Higher Education.

ECVET: European Credit Transfer System for Vocational Education and Training. 

EGB: Educación General Básica (Basic General Education).

EQF: European Qualifications Framework.

ESO: Educación Secundaria Obligatoria (Compulsory Secondary Education).

EU-19-25-27: European Union according to the number of member countries.

FCT: Formación en Centros de Trabajo (Training in the Workplace). 

FIP: Plan de Formación e Inserción Profesional (Employment Training and Integration 
Plan).

FORCEM: Fundación para la Formación Continua (Foundation for Continuing 
Training).

FP: Formación Profesional (Vocational Training).

FPI: Vocational Training level I.

FPII: Vocational Training level II.

FPIII: Vocational Training level III.

IES: Institutos de Educación Secundaria (Secondary Education Institutes).
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INEM: Instituto Nacional de Empleo (National Employment Institute).

KSC: Knowledge, skills, competencies.

LOE: Ley Orgánica de Educación (Act on Education).

LOGSE: Ley de Ordenamiento General del Sistema Educativa de 1990 (General Law 
on the Education System (1990)).

NVQ: National Vocational Qualifications.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

OPEAS: Orientación Profesional para el Empleo y Asistencia para el Autoempleo 
(Vocational Guidance Services for Employment and Assistance for Self-
Employment).

PCPI: Programas de Cualificación Profesional Inicial (Programmes for Initial 
Professional Qualification). 

SPEE: Servicio Público de Empleo Estatal (State Public Employment Service).

ICT: Information and Communication Technology.

TVET: Technical and Vocational Education Training.

VAE: Validation des Acquis de l’Expérience (validation of knowledge acquired 
through experience).
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The objective of the present study is to provide an analysis  

of the Spanish vocational training system, identifying its  

principal characteristics as well as the challenges it will  

face in the near future.

The author examines the transition process toward a modern 

system of vocational training, conceived as a path toward 

specialized training for young people before their integration  

into the labour market (initial vocational training) as well as  

for employed and unemployed workers that need to upgrade  

their knowledge and skills (vocational training for employment).

This analysis is particularly timely today, as the emergence  

of the so-called «knowledge society», the integration of global 

markets and the transformation of productive models have  

created new challenges. As a result, the vocational training  

system will have to address issues such as adaptation to the 

teaching of competencies or the integration of lifelong training.


