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1.

Ladies and gentlemen, it is a great pleasure for me to be at this conference. I would like to thank the Canadian authorities, both here in Alberta and at HRSDC (Human Resources and Skills Development Canada) for organising and hosting this event in cooperation with the OECD Directorate for Education.

2.

You might be surprised to hear that Education is a relatively young Directorate at the OECD. It was created in 2002 to support education policy and because these policies are critical to wider economic and social development. It has grown in scope, resources and influence ever since - reflecting the increasing importance governments attach to education. Also, education has become increasingly international so it has to approached from an international perspective, not in the sense that education policy is determined at the international level, but countries need international forums to co-ordinate and to share best practice. The OECD provides such an international forum.

3.

Today, the Organisation is active in many areas of education; let me mention just a few flagships. PISA has been a huge success for the OECD, not just the Directorate for Education. The study has grown from initially 43 to over 60 countries including many economies beyond the OECD world. Similar measurement tools are being developed to assess and compare adult competencies (PIAAC) and learning outcomes of higher education (AHELO). Education data are collected continuously and our ‘Education at a Glance’ publication has become a key reference for education experts and practitioners around the world.

4.

We are also innovative in other areas: our Centre for Educational Research and Innovation has recently published studies on ‘Schooling for Tomorrow’ and ‘Systemic Innovation in Vocational Education and Training’ and currently reflects about the ‘New Millennium Learner’, ‘Future Scenarios for Higher Education’ and ‘Teacher Education for Diversity’. The Directorate for Education has carried out major reviews in different education policy fields, ranging from early childhood education and care to tertiary education.

5.

In all this, vocational education and training has been relatively neglected in the past. The topic was picked up only a few times in the 1950s and 1980s. The only OECD publication on VET issues which is not out of print dates from the year 1998. It was therefore time to come up with a large comparative study on vocational education and training – given that it plays such an important role, in some countries up to 80% of one cohort enrol in VET at upper secondary level. Therefore, in 2007, we launched our first comprehensive VET policy review, Learning for Jobs. The question countries asked us to answer with this study was: How should VET systems be designed to respond to labour market needs?

6.

It is remarkable that in countries that do have strong VET systems, numbers of youth unemployment tend to be low and the transition from education to the first job is relatively smooth. Obviously, VET has an important function in linking the world of education with the world of work. VET, more than other parts of the education system, concerns not only the protagonists of education but also labour and economics ministries and the social partners. We try to build bridges and bring all these stakeholders together.

7.

Vocational education and training is the oldest form of education. It is how children learn practical skills from their parents, as apprentices - through watching their parents at work, and following their lead, farming, fishing or cooking. Of course a link to an ancient tradition does not always help to convey an image of modernity. Perhaps it is outdated. Has not the dramatic expansion of tertiary education simply left all those old-fashioned manual trades behind? Does vocational education and training really belong in the 21st century? 

8.

We will hear your answers to that question in the course of the day. Later on today, Kathrin Hoeckel will be explaining our own OECD line on this and present first results from our vocational education and training policy review, Learning for Jobs. But let me briefly give you my own answer to the question. Does vocational education and training really belong in the 21st century? My very short answer is “yes, but.” 

9.

So yes, VET continues to be relevant – because we do need job-specific skills alongside the more general and transferable skills – not just the old-fashioned manual trades; we need skills like those of a person who can operate a magnetic resonance imaging machine in a hospital, or prepare and cook fish in a restaurant. While some of these skills can be learnt after recruitment, most often these skills are best learnt in advance. And yes, VET continues to be relevant – as a means of providing regulated high quality workplace training for young people – through apprenticeships in particular. For the workplace is an extraordinarily powerful learning environment. Workplaces teach both hard and soft skills, and for apprentices provide a very effective route into the labour market. 

10.
And now we come to the ‘but’. But, for vocational education and training to be relevant it needs to be good quality. Too often, vocational training is of poor quality, taught in schools without modern equipment, by teachers and trainers who have lost touch with the needs of modern industry. And vocational education and training needs to be relevant to a fast changing economy – sometimes it is not. 

11.
I have mentioned the positive feature that well established VET systems, in particular the dual VET systems that manage to combine learning in schools and apprenticeship training in firms, apparently help students to enter the labour market without much delay. However, labour market outcomes are not as good at later stages of a professional career. This means that while VET graduates have an easy start, their earning and employment chances diminish when they get older. They fall behind compared with those of higher education graduates. This might be an indication that their skills are less adaptable for changing job requirements.

12.
So we need VET, but it also needs reform. It is interesting that this perception is very widely shared across OECD countries and beyond – it is a perception that has driven the priority that countries have attached to our policy review of VET – with 20 countries participating in one way or another – some of the published policy reviews are here and available for you. And, just for example, even outside the OECD, the view we are hearing from China is that they feel that they may have expanded tertiary education too fast, and neglected some of the technical and vocational skills which are very much in demand in the Chinese labour market. (By the way we will be reporting on China as part of our policy review, alongside many OECD countries). 

13.
One of the main characteristics of OECD labour markets of the 21st century is that they are fast changing and that they require much more flexibility from people than labour markets of a thousand years ago when the traditional VET systems with Master craftsmen and journeymen were first established in Europe. It is our task today to think and discuss about how to make VET systems fit to face the challenges of the 21st century.

14.
Ladies and gentlemen, we have an exciting agenda before us today – I am looking forward to a very lively discussion. Thank you for your attention. 
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