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Abstract

Purpose: The years 1960-1970 were decisive years in the development of Swiss vocational 
education and training (VET). The post-World War II economic boom, technological in-
novations and the debate concerning equal opportunities and the democratisation of edu-
cation put the VET system under pressure. Reforms were thus undertaken to increase the 
attractiveness of the system and to respond to the shortage of qualified workers at the time. 
At the same time, reforms were adopted increasing the theoretical and general knowledge 
content of VET and improving the quality of training. The aim of our article is to describe 
these reforms and to show how they relate to a certain image of the future of society.

Method: Our article is based on an analysis of historical documents written between 1962 
and 1972 in Switzerland on the subject of VET. These documents will, firstly, be used for a 
historical reconstruction of the situation and of the major challenges of the time; and se-
condly, they will be subjected to a discourse analysis in order to identify the main arguments 
that characterised the public debate at the time.

Results: Our article shows how the reforms undertaken take shape on the basis of a cer-
tain image of the future of society and of VET held at the time: An image characterised by 
 constant and rapid changes, increasing insecurity, need for adaptation and flexibility, com-
plexification and specialisation of work tasks.
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Conclusion: The article will also underline how the responses to the challenges posed by 
this image of the future will be at the origin of new VET policy orientations that will cha-
racterise the evolution of Swiss VET up to the present day: A trend towards academisation, 
with more academic and general content; a trend towards pedagogisation, with increased 
pedagogical attention to curricula and teacher training; differentiation, with the creation of 
new certifications; permeability, with the opening of vocational tracks to higher education; 
and "learnerisation", with the gradual change of the figure of the apprentice from a "worker" 
to a "learner". Far from being limited to the evolution of Swiss VET, these five orientations 
describe movements that recent studies show also at the European level.

Keywords: VET, Vocational Education and Training, History of VET System, 1960s and 
1970s, Future, Swiss, Policy Orientations

1 Introduction
The evolution of vocational education and training (VET) institutions is often characterized 
as a steady flow of small reforms, some kind of a slow evolution or "incremental change" 
(Streeck & Thelen, 2005). However, when reading historical reconstructions of national VET 
systems, we sometimes come across expressions such as "decisive years", "pivotal  years" and 
"turning points". Expressions that emphasize how certain historical periods or even mo-
ments appear to be particularly important for the evolution of these systems. Historical ins-
titutionalism has recently brought into play the notion of "critical junctures" (Busemeyer & 
Trampusch, 2012; Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000; Streeck & Thelen, 2005). This notion em-
phasises the decisive character of a given slot of time for the understanding of the evolution 
of institutions.

Our paper1  will concentrate on the period 1960-1970, one of these decisive periods in the 
development of VET systems in western countries (see e.g., Busemeyer &Trampusch, 2012). 
During this period, many countries were launching reforms of their VET systems in respon-
se to the new socio-economic conditions after the Second World War. This movement of 
reforms was also at the origin of the first attempts to develop a European VET policy, culmi-
nating with the foundation of CEDEFOP in 1975 (cf. CEDEFOP, 2004). This paper, however, 
will focus on the Swiss case, where these years correspond to the post-war economic boom 
and the high point of the so-called "educational expansion". Even if several studies have al-
ready been able to reconstruct the evolution of the Swiss education system in this period (cf. 

1 This paper is based on a research project funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation, PN 100019_179203. "The Evo-
lution of VET in Switzerland Between Federal Framework and Cantonal Specificities", in which Lorenzo Bonoli, Philipp 
Gonon, Jackie Vorpe and Lena Freidorfer participated. The outlines of this paper were presented at the Congress « The Future 
Potential of Vocational Education and Training: Strengthening VET for the Next Generation » 2-4 February 2022, organized 
at the Swiss Federal University of Vocational Education and Training, online. We thank Thomas Ruoss and Jackie Vorpe for 
their comments on an earlier draft of the article.
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Bonoli & Vorpe, 2022; Büchel, 2018; Criblez, 2001; Gonon, 2018; Gonon & Zehnder, 2016; 
Zehnder & Gonon, 2017), in-depth analyses of the impact of this period on the development 
of the Swiss VET system up to the present day are still lacking.

The main aims of our article are threefold. The first aim is to confirm the importance of 
this historical period for the development of Swiss VET, by identifying debates and concrete 
measures adopted at that time that still characterise the field today.

The second aim of our article is to analyse in depth these debates and concrete measures 
in order to better understand how they are rooted in the challenges of the time and to explain 
the exact conditions of their emergence. This analysis will, on the one hand, pay particular 
attention to how these debates and concrete measures referred to and were based on a spe-
cific representation of the future of society and of VET of the time. On the other hand, our 
analysis will lead us to identify, within these same debates and concrete measures, five new 
orientations in VET policy emerging during these years as a response to that representation 
of the future. As will be seen later, these five orientations are academisation, pedagogisation, 
differentiation, permeability and, to use a neologism, "learnerisation". While these orienta-
tions can be read primarily as reactions to the challenges of the time, they also offer a set of 
analytical tools to better understand the reforms to come up to the present day.

Trends towards academisation, pedagogisation, differentiation or permeability have already 
been identified in the literature (see Criblez, 2001, 2002; Gonon 2008, 2018). In this respect, 
the originality of our contribution is therefore an in-depth investigation of the origins of  these 
trends, showing how these VET policy orientations emerge from the debates of the time as 
interconnected responses to socio-economic challenges linked to a certain image of the fu-
ture of  society and the role of VET: An image characterised by constant and rapid changes, 
increasing insecurity, need for adaptation, complexification and specialisation of work tasks, 
plus an increasing need for mobility and flexibility. In addition, our analysis identifies a fifth 
orientation towards "learnerisation", which can be briefly described as the progressive shift 
of the figure of the apprentice from a worker figure to a learner figure. This orientation has so 
far been little addressed2 but has emerged as an important trend in our research3.

Directly related to the definition of these five trends, the third aim of our article is to pro-
pose general categories that could contribute to constituting a theoretical frame supporting 
further research at the international level. In this perspective, these five orientations have to 
be considered as analytical tools to describe and analyse the evolution of VET systems at the 
international level. They should be considered in relation to the few existing studies attempt-
ing to develop a historical comparative analysis, as for example the vast CEDEFOP project on 
"future scenarios" of VET in Europe (CEDEFOP, 2020). Even though based on different theo-
retical and methodological bases, the CEDEFOP studies identify some analogous  tendencies 

2 With the exception of the studies of Bonoli (2017) and Berner (2019). 
3 Cf. in particular the PhD of Lena Freidorfer (2022), based on the same SNF project as our article.
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on the evolution of the European VET system. This convergence of our analysis with the 
CEDEFOP analysis suggests the possibility of a generalisation of these five tendencies from 
the Swiss case to a broader international context.

As mentioned above, particular attention will be paid to the "representations of the fu-
ture" that we find in the sources of the time4. An analysis of past reforms and historical trends 
cannot avoid dealing with this question: Any reform, when proposed, defended and adopted, 
inevitably refers to a representation of the future, which justifies it and makes it indispensable 
in the eyes of its proponents. This perspective helps us to better understand the perceived 
challenges of the time and the expectations regarding the measures proposed. At the same 
time, this perspective helps us to identify the five orientations mentioned above, which can 
be considered as interpretative lines rooted in the past, confirmed in the present and opening 
up towards the future.

In other words, our background questions will be the following: What images does the fu-
ture take on in the debates of this period in the domain of VET? What measures are  proposed 
and adopted based on these images? Can we identify general orientations in VET policy that 
guide the adoption of these measures and what impact do these orientations have up to the 
present day?

2 Theoretical and Methodological Approach

In order to find answers to these questions, we set up a research framework based on a mul-
tidimensional and systemic approach, which, on the one hand, focuses its attention on the 
widest possible range of factors describing the functioning of VET, such as economic, educa-
tional, social and political factors, and, on the other hand, refers to a perspective that under-
lines the articulation of these factors in an interconnected system.

We refer hereby to recent work in the history of Swiss education and VET, which has 
highlighted the need for an approach that is as broad as possible, taking into consideration 
not only institutional, but also pedagogical, economic and socio-cultural aspects (Bonoli & 
Eigenmann, 2021; Bonoli & Gonon, 2022; Criblez, 2001, 2008; Gonon, 2018). At the same 
time, this approach is further reinforced by a reference to historical institutionalism (cf. Bu-
semeyer & Trampsuch, 2012; Thelen, 2004), which provides us with a solid theoretical basis 
for investigating the political-economic logics that characterize the evolution of VET systems 
as institutions.

4 The study of the "future in the past" is not original to our approach. There is indeed a relatively well-developed stream of 
studies on the "history of the future", see in particular Hölscher (1999), Graf and Herzog (2016), Seefried (2013), Rehling-
haus and Teichmann (2019). For a recent contribution on the subject of the future of VET in Switzerland from a historical 
perspective, see Jorns (submitted). 
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Against this theoretical background, we have developed a two-level methodological ap-
proach. Firstly, we carried out a historical reconstruction of the period in question. This in-
volved extensive research in the cantonal and federal archives, where we were able to collect 
numerous sources: Laws, reports, parliamentary debates, official statistics, specialized publi-
cations, press articles, etc5. The material collected allowed us to carry out a historical recons-
truction with the main aim of describing the socio-economic and political situation of VET 
in Switzerland during the period in question. Secondly, we subjected these same sources to 
a discourse analysis (Keller, 2011; Landwehr, 2009). We refer to a very broad notion of dis-
course which refers to "sets of statements obeying common rules" (Revel, 2009, p. 36). These 
sets of statements emerge as recurrent formulations or recurrent arguments in communica-
tive practices at a determined moment on determined issues, reflecting what we might call 
different "orders of discourse", to use Foucault's formula (Foucault, 1971). This perspective 
will lead us to highlight the way in which public debates – understood as the whole range of 
public language productions available at a given time – spoke about VET and to identify the 
most frequently recurrent arguments used by the different actors. The five orientations high-
lighted in our introduction emerge from this discourse analysis. They constitute recurrent 
arguments regularly appearing in the public debates, referred to by different actors in the 
domain of Swiss VET, and guiding VET policies.

Our discourse analysis perspective also allows us to explain the way in which we consider 
the images of the future at the time. What we are going to analyse are "discourses" that pro-
pose predictions about the future evolution of society and the adaptations that VET should 
adopt. 'Future' in our analysis therefore refers to certain discursive formulations, which are 
recognised by the use of the future verb tense or by the temporal location of the object of 
discourse successive to its discursive production.

We will not primarily consider the future forecast in terms of its adequacy to the reality 
as it may have developed in later years (see Beckert, 2016). We will remain at the level of dis-
course and assess the extent to which this or that forecast has influenced other discourses: In 
other words, the extent to which this or that image of the future is present and generalised in 
the discourses around 1960-1970 and the extent to which this or that future forecast marks 
the discourses up to the present day. However, we will pay particular attention to a specific 
type of discursive production, i.e., texts produced in the framework of legislative processes, 
in particular policy papers involved in the process of the definition of laws or regulations, 
and the resulting laws or regulation texts. This kind of text allows us to go beyond the limits 
of a strict discourse analysis to consider the effects of discourses on the adoption of concrete 

5 Our analysis is based on a set of sources collected in the frame of the research project "The evolution of VET in Switzerland" 
(see footnote 1). In this context, we have established a large corpus of texts on VET in Switzerland, written between 1950 and 
1975, concerning the general national debate as well as the situation and the debate in the cantons of Zürich, Geneva and 
Ticino. The corpus includes official documents (laws, regulations, ordinances, government messages, parliamentary reports, 
parliamentary debates, statistics, etc.), specialised publications (specialised journals, scientific publications, reports of profes-
sional associations or trade unions, etc.), press articles (in particular from the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Corriere del Ticino and 
Journal de Genève), and other archive documents (internal circulars, administrative letters, handwritten notes, etc.).
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legislative measures. It is at this level that discourses show a concrete effect on real practices, 
to the extent that these particular discursive productions (policy papers, laws or regulation 
texts) have a direct impact on concrete VET policy decisions.

In this respect, we can notice how all policy papers concerning reforms or improvements 
to existing structures contain a "future" dimension, insofar as any reform prefigures new 
arrangements that are not yet in force. From a discursive point of view, it is particularly 
interesting to note that the explicit reference to a future helps to ensure a certain discursive 
efficacy to these positions, which can thus be based on a kind of "anticipated objectivity" of 
what society will be like. The reference to the future thus becomes a form of rhetorical justi-
fication to support the desire for change on the part of this or that actor, by accentuating its 
necessity and urgency. In other words, it is more discursively effective to defend an idea by 
linking it to a future that is considered "certain", than by motivating it in relation to contem-
porary individual interests. At the same time, the reference to the future often functions as 
the starting point of the debate, in which it is ensured that a common vision of the issues at 
stake is shared, even though the successive proposals for reform may differ. It is therefore not 
surprising that the image of the future of society was in our sources relatively uniform among 
the various actors at the time. The differences emerge more in the consequences to be drawn 
from this common vision.

3 VET in the Context of the Economic Boom, Technological  
   Development and Educational Expansion
On the basis of a first analysis of the sources collected, we were able to establish a historical 
reconstruction of the situation at the time, which highlights three phenomena of particular 
relevance to our argument. The 1960s-1970s were years of "economic boom", "technological 
development" and "educational expansion" in Switzerland. On the one hand, Switzerland, 
like most European countries, experienced in this period an economic boom, with an im-
pressive technological development, which was reflected in a very rapid growth of its gross 
domestic product and in a very high demand for skilled and unskilled labour (cf. Halbeisen 
et al., 2021). This new socio-economic situation was also perceived in the VET debate. Paul 
Sommerhalder, VET school inspector and influential voice, underlines e.g. the technological 
evolution in these words:

The most striking features of our time are dynamism and upheaval, in all areas of life. Science is 
influencing technology and technology is reshaping the world, ruthlessly doing away with traditi-
onal ways of thinking, working and living. (Sommerhalder, 1970, p. 5)

This image of a period of great technological change, which is disrupting not only the world 
of work but also the daily lives of citizens, will profoundly influence the images of the future 
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of society, on which proposals for reform of the education system are based in order to meet 
the new challenges6.

On the education side, this period was also marked by an extensive development of the 
whole educational domain, with a prolongation of compulsory schooling, an increase in the 
average number of years of education, an expansion of the offer of education at all levels 
(from kindergarten to higher education) and an opening up of upper secondary education 
and higher education to a wider population (cf. the notion of 'democratisation' of education) 
(Criblez, 2001; Criblez & Magnin, 2001).

In this context of economic boom, technological evolution and educational expansion, 
VET was under particular pressure to reform in order to contribute to economic growth by 
improving the general level of qualifications and to be in touch with contemporary educa-
tional and cultural aspirations of the population. More specifically, VET had to face three 
main challenges (see Bonoli & Vorpe, 2022). The first challenge, from 1950 onwards, was the 
high demand for a skilled workforce in connection with the economic development. So, VET 
had to relaunch itself and to improve its attractiveness in order to respond to the shortage of 
qualified workers and stay abreast of the competition from baccalaureate schools. The second 
challenge was the increasing complexity of the qualifications required. Expectations concer-
ning workers' knowledge and skills were increasing. The discourses of the time spoke of the 
"intellectualisation of professions". This expression underlined the necessity for those in all 
kinds of occupation to possess more theoretical and general knowledge. The third challenge 
manifested itself a little later from the 1960s onwards and consisted in a widespread social 
demand for better equality of opportunities and social justice. We are in the period where 
the movement of the "democratisation of education" gained momentum. In relation to this 
third challenge, we also have to mention the rise among young people of new educational 
and social expectations, which grew from the end of the 1960s. These new expectations cul-
minated in protests by apprentices in cities like Basel, Geneva, Bern and Zurich (Eigenmann 
& Geiss, 2015), and provoked reactions among VET policy makers (Tabin, 1989), reactions 
aimed at preventing a legitimation crisis of VET and avoiding a shortage of qualified labour, 
(Gonon, 2017).

These three challenges had to be tackled in order to keep VET attractive, abreast of tech-
nological and economic changes and responsive to social inclusiveness. In other words, in 
order to avoid a crisis of acceptance, future VET would need to develop a positive image for 
young people, society and the economy.

These challenges offer us a first clue from which to describe the image of the future at 
that time. A challenge always implies a projection towards the future of possible actions and 
requires new answers, as the old solutions no longer work. These three challenges also bring 

6 Cf. Stettler (1994) for a general description of images of the future in Switzerland in the 1950s. These images are widely found 
in representations of the future in Europe, as in the analyses of the situation in West Germany and France by Kellershohn 
(2022). 
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us back to three general aims of VET (cf. Bonoli & Gonon, 2022): A strictly economic aim, 
that is to meet the need of companies for a qualified workforce; an educational aim, to com-
plete compulsory education and meet the need for cultural upliftment of the population; and 
finally, a social aim, to integrate the largest number of young people into post-compulsory 
education with equal access conditions. As we will see, during these decisive years the balan-
ce between the weight of these three aims changes progressively.

4 The Responses to the Challenges: Four Key Publications
Even though our analysis is based on a broader set of sources7, we will focus in the next pages 
on four core publications at the time, that allow us to describe the forecasts of the future and 
the measures proposed, summarizing the whole of the debate at the time. These publications 
were produced by four different key players in Swiss VET, players who have influenced and 
still influence the debate in the field. Although they come from different actors and reflect 
different interests, they all contribute to a common discourse, that of the revival of VET in 
the 1960s and 1970s. These four publications will allow us to show how the five general ori-
entations mentioned in the introduction emerge from the texts of this period and how these 
same orientations, beyond occasional differences, are widely shared even among actors with 
different interests.

The first document is the "Federal Council's Message of 1962 presenting the VET Act", 
that would be voted in 1963. The Swiss Confederation had taken over the general coordina-
tion of VET from 1930 with a federal law on VET. In 1962, the Federal Council proposed a 
revision of that law to Parliament and explained its tenor in a Message before the discussion 
in the chambers. In Swiss politics, these messages have the task of describing the situation in 
the field, justifying the need for a new law and explaining the articles in the law one by one. 
Such a document is therefore a particularly interesting tool for reconstructing the debates of 
the time and, in particular, for noting the image of the future that they convey.

The second document is the "Report on VET of the Swiss Craft Association" (Schweize-
rischer Gewerbeverband – SGV) written in 1970. The SGV is by far the most influential pro-
fessional association in Switzerland in the field of VET. Since its foundation in 1880, it has 
marked all the important moments in the development of Swiss VET, including the adoption 
of the first VET law in 1930, which was largely based on a draft proposed by the association. 
The association's influence was important also in the 1960s and 1970s. With this report, the 
SGV tried to influence the political and public debate in order to relaunch VET, which was 
seen as being in crisis at that time.

The third document is a report, "Proposals for improving VET", from the Federation of 
Swiss Trade Unions (Schweizericher Gewerkschaftsbund – SGB), written in 1971. Even though 

7 See footnote 5. 
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unions play a comparatively lesser role in the development of VET in Switzerland, compared to 
other countries (Emmenegger et al., 2018), they can nevertheless be considered as important 
actors of the domain. They took part in expert commissions and in parliamentary debates and 
their policy papers contributed to animating the public debate on VET. We will see how some 
ideas formulated in the SGB report will influence the further development of the system.

The fourth document is the "Final Report on the work of the Federal Expert Commission 
for the Improvement of Vocational Apprenticeships", the so-called "Grübel Commission", 
named after the Director of the Federal office for industry, crafts and labour (Bundesamt für 
Industrie, Gewerbe und Arbeit – BIGA) Alfred Grübel, written in 1972. In the Swiss policy 
making procedure, extra- parliamentary expert commissions play an important role. They 
bring together representatives of a wide range of interests covering all political sensitivities 
and sectors of activities. They normally aim to find compromise positions that can achieve 
broad political support on which new laws can be built and which reduce the risks of blocka-
ge in the parliamentary debates (Kriesi, 1995; Vatter, 2014). The Grübel Commission was set 
up in 1969 by the Minister of the Federal Department of Economic Affairs. It was composed 
of some twenty experts representing the Confederation, the cantons, employers, trade  unions 
and the education sector. The stances taken by this commission strongly influenced the po-
litical and public debate at the time and finally the revision of the 1963 law, that would lead 
to a new law in 1978.

4.1 The Government Message of 1962

The government message of 1962 presenting a new Vocational Training Act sets the general 
framework for the debates at the time. This document outlines the expected future of VET and 
the challenges that the field will need to address. It then proposes concrete measures in a draft 
law that will be accepted in parliament in 19638. This kind of document reflects broad discus-
sion at a pre-parliamentary level and the search for compromise between different interests, in 
order to arrive at the formulation of a draft law that can be supported in parliament. Thus, it is 
of interest to see on which points a common ground was worked out.

At the centre of the vision of the expected future, we find the "unceasing technical change" 
(Bundesrat, 1962, p. 869) that Swiss society and in particular the economy was experiencing at 
that time: The shift of activities to the secondary and tertiary sectors, the development of new 
forms of production marked by mechanisation and automation, which in turn give rise to new 
professions. These are new occupations with broader qualification requirements, which reflect 
the new production requirements, because "the growth of automation will create a strong de-
mand for skilled labour, as the construction, manufacture, adjustment and repair of automata 
require intelligent and carefully trained specialists" (Bundesrat, 1962, p. 872).

8 Cf. Gonon and Freidorfer (2022) for a more profound analysis of the issues around the 1963 VET Law. 
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At the same time, the need for a new professional figure is clearly emerging: The "intermedia-
te manager": "The uninterrupted progression in production increases the need for technically 
trained personnel capable of planning, building, organizing work, monitoring deadlines and 
calculating the wages of pieceworkers" (Bundesrat, 1962, p. 871).

A further requirement aimed at catching up with the constant technical evolution was 
also formulated. The 1962 message underlines the tendency for people to change jobs and 
occupations more often and the need, even for qualified workers, in order to be up to date, to 
engage in "further training".

Faced with these challenges, VET would need to provide broad basic training and avoid 
excessive specialisation. Initial VET should give the apprentice "the starting point for his or 
her professional advancement" (Bundesrat, 1962, p. 873), a training which is not limited to 
imparting "the skills and knowledge indispensable for the exercise of their profession, but 
must also form their character and personality", which are the basic conditions for "facilita-
ting each person's social advancement" (Bundesrat, 1962, p. 874).

Last but not least, VET must be able to attract the largest possible number of young people 
in order to meet the need for skilled labour, also through an "efficient and modern system" 
of education and training, which is essential in order to "make use of the reserves of labour" 
(Bundesrat, 1962, p. 874) which the Swiss economy particularly needed.

This description of the expected future and the challenges for VET was largely shared 
during the 1960s and the responses of the 1963 law were largely supported by economic and 
political milieux9. Nevertheless, the law of 1963 rapidly emerged as insufficient and outdated 
shortly after it came into force. Only five years after the vote in parliament, Paul Sommerhal-
der (already quoted above) stated:

The new law of 1963 is a child of the economic boom, when people wanted to profit from good 
business and hardly had time for training issues. So again, the conditions for a progressist law were 
not the best. Therefore, we are not surprised if the new law brought nothing new! (Sommerhalder, 
1968, p. 227)

The debates on VET continued regarding the future and its challenges. The texts that we will 
present in the following paragraphs are part of these same debates and are directly involved 
in the discussions concerning the revision of the 1963 law, which led to the new law of 1978.

9 This support became explicit in the referendum against the new federal law project. In fact, the VET act of 1963 was subject to 
a referendum against a rather marginal article concerning the designation of “technical engineers” (Gonon, 2018; Wettstein, 
2020). The Swiss population largely accepted the law with 69% of the votes. 
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4.2 Swiss Craft Association (SGV) and Federation of Swiss Trade Unions 
(SGB): Common and Contrasting Visions

The Swiss Craft Association (SGV) took a stand in a report in 1970. One year later, the 
Federation of Swiss Trade Unions (SGB) also produced a report with its "Proposal for the 
 improvement of VET".

The imagined future as it emerges from the two documents, documents which reflected 
the positions of two interest-specific actors, is – perhaps surprisingly - not that far from 
the image already depicted by the government Message of 1962. The future of VET and of 
society in general is characterized by constant technological change provoking insecurity 
and a need for adaptation. The two reports also highlight trends toward specialisation and 
complexification of qualifications, requiring more theoretical and general knowledge. The 
SGB report also mentions the "increase in the influx of information" (Schweizerischer Ge-
werkschaftsbund [SGB], 1971, p. 3) and underlines the need for adaptability and mobility for 
individuals. While the general description of the future and the challenges it brings with it 
seems relatively similar in the two reports, differences emerge when analysing the priority of 
the challenges and the responses to be given. For the SGV, the major challenge was to be able 
to meet the growing need of Swiss companies for skilled labour, a need that could only be met 
by improving the quality and attractiveness of VET. For the SGB, the major challenge was to 
ensure that all young people had the necessary skills and general culture to enter and remain 
in the labour market and to participate as responsible citizens in society. This also meant 
improving VET, but with the emphasis on access to quality education and training for all.

4.3 The Two Most Contested Issues: Dual Model and Differentiation 
Projects

However, these two actors were openly opposed on two themes, which will largely characterize 
the debate of the time: The defence of the dual model and the promotion of "differentiation" 
of VET diplomas. For the SGV, it was clear that the revival of VET must be based on the dual 
apprenticeship:

The Swiss VET system with its emphasis on dual apprenticeship has fundamentally proven itself. 
Even with a view to the future development of VET, there are many advantages to maintaining the 
focus on company-based apprenticeships. (Schweizerischer Gewerbeverband [SGV], 1970, p. 12)

Even though the support for the dual model was absolute, the SGV recognizes the need to "mo-
dernise" it: "The SGV's commitment to dual apprenticeship therefore presupposes that there 
must be a constant willingness to make system-compliant adjustments to economic, social and 
technical developments and to the training needs of young people" (SGV, 1970, p. 13).
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In more detail, this modernisation should place more emphasis on theoretical and general 
education. This would of course imply an increase in teaching hours in vocational schools. 
But not only that. In order to avoid a kind of a loss of control on the part of the professional 
associations over the contents of training, the SGV proposed developing what were then 
called "introduction courses" (branch courses, today). Courses, under the responsibility of 
the professional associations, where theoretical and general knowledge related to the profes-
sion would be transmitted.

In contrast to the SGV, the SGB had a more nuanced position towards the dual model. 
On the one hand, the dual model was strongly criticised. Dual apprenticeship was no longer 
appropriate to respond to future challenges. Full-time vocational schools were more suita-
ble: "The current system of master apprenticeship in its present form no longer meets mo-
dern requirements. [...] Basic training must therefore take place in actual full-time vocational 
schools or training workshops" (SGB, 1971, p. 6).

Among the arguments brought up against the dual model, we find the risk of exploitation 
and poor training and the impossibility for some companies to train apprentices appropriate-
ly due to increasing specialisation. However, the SGB report seems to be aware of its limited 
political influence on mainstream VET policies and of the difficulty of giving up a form of 
training that is deeply rooted in Swiss traditions. So, the report opens the way to a compro-
mise: If the dual model had to be maintained, it should be strongly reformed with better 
working and learning conditions for apprentices, and a strong increase in the role of school, 
that is with more school teaching and with a broader education, including more theoretical 
and general knowledge. This is partly in line with the SGV's call for a reform of dual appren-
ticeship with a stronger emphasis on theoretical and general knowledge.

The second point where a contrast appears is the project of differentiation of VET di-
plomas. The SGV supported the idea of creating three types of certificates for initial VET. 
One, with higher requirements, for an elite of young people (the Berufsmittelschule [BMS]); 
a second, the "normal" certificate; and a third certificate with lower requirements for young 
people with a lower profile (Anlehre). The aim of this differentiation was, on the one hand, 
to improve the quality of teaching in vocational schools by reducing the heterogeneity of the 
classes, and on the other hand, to increase the attractiveness of VET for young people with 
stronger academic profiles who would otherwise choose general education programmes.

The SGB opposed this project of differentiation. On the one hand it conceded the interest 
of creating a new program (the BMS) with broader theoretical and general teaching: "The 
only purpose of the BMS is to train the lacking middle and lower cadre more quickly. In 
this sense, it cannot be denied a certain justification" (SGB, 1971, p. 7). On the other hand, 
it underlined the overall goal of reform in the domain as the improved quality of VET for all 
young people and not only for an elite: "The focus of reforms must be on improving training 
for the majority of apprentices" (SGB, 1971, p. 7). The SGB thus underlined the necessity to 
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improve the conditions of work and training for all apprentices by recognizing their status, 
not only as young workers, but also as young persons in education – as learners–, who should 
be compared not with other workers but with baccalaureate school students. In this perspec-
tive, it asks for apprentices for more general education, more holidays, shorter working hours 
and sports classes.

These two reports also mention a series of other less controversial points which concern a 
general improvement of the field: In particular, better organisation and planning of training, 
better preparation of teachers and trainers, better integration of VET into the education sys-
tem with better permeability, and finally, clear support for VET research to ensure monito-
ring and innovation in the field.

4.4 From the Debates to the Concrete Measures Proposed by the Grübel 
Commission

The public debate on the relaunching of the VET reaches a first formulation of concrete mea-
sures in the work of the Grübel Commission. This commission was set up in 1969 to "draw up 
proposals for the improvement of dual apprenticeship", so that it could "by means of various 
measures become attractive again and position itself as a real alternative to the baccalaureate 
schools" (Expertenkommission, 1972, p. 1).

With these premises, it is not surprising that the commission agreed on the importance of 
safeguarding dual apprenticeship: "By a large majority, the commission considers the master 
apprenticeship to be the most suitable form for our initial training" (Expertenkommission, 
1972, p. 1). However, the commission also agreed that reforms were needed to update this 
model.

The commission proposed 16 measures. Some of these were oriented to increasing the 
theoretical and general contents in VET classes, with more hours at school and the develop-
ment of "introduction courses" under the controls of professional associations (see measures 
A; B5, B3, B10). Other measures aimed at the improvement of the pedagogical quality of the 
training though better training programs, didactic handbooks, reform of the exams and bet-
ter training for teachers and trainers (B1, B2, B3, B9, B10, B11, B13, B14). Another group of 
measures was centred on the improvement of the learning conditions of apprenticeship, on a 
better control of working conditions, on the introduction of sports classes, on the broadening 
of the general contents and on a better preparation for further education or for entering hig-
her education (A, B6, B7, B8). Finally, some measures recommended a greater differentiation 
of the curricula, with the creation of three different certificates: An elite programme (BMS), a 
"normal" certificate, and a program with low exigencies (Anlehre) (Measures A, C.).

All in all, the Grübel Commission took up most of the SGV's proposals, in particular the 
centrality of the dual model and differentiation projects, while further developing the aspects 
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related to the improvement of the pedagogical quality of training. The positions of the SGB 
are only partly reflected in its report. Especially on the two contested issues presented above, 
the commission adhered to the SGV's positions. However, a number of the proposed mea-
sures were in fact also broadly supported by the SGB: In particular the measures concerning 
more general knowledge, better pedagogical conditions of training and better consideration 
of the interests of young people in training as "learners". In addition, the idea of qualitative 
apprenticeship with more general knowledge for all young people, which was a main demand 
emerging from the SGB report, has progressively spread in the public debate up to the pre-
sent day, influencing successive reforms.

The issue of differentiation remained a highly controversial issue up to the debates around 
the new law of 1978. It was because of the introduction of a training programme for young 
people with a lower profile (Anlehre) that the trade unions launched a referendum against 
the law. The trade unions feared that this new certificate was "not primarily intended to ac-
company the socially and educationally weaker young people to a simple initial vocational 
qualification, but that employers [were] aiming at a generalised wage dumping" (Sigerist, 
2008, p. 292). In the decisive vote, however, the referendum was rejected by the voters. The 
new federal law on VET was accepted with 58% of the votes, confirming the line taken by the 
government and before it by the Grübel Commission. This vote also confirms the influence 
of the SGV on Swiss VET policy.

4.5 Summing Up: Five Major Orientations Running Through the Totality 
of the Debates

If we take a step back and look at the four publications in the context of the totality of the 
debates at the time, we can identify five new VET policy orientations, which are particularly 
salient in these texts, but which also run through all our sources. From a historical perspec-
tive, they can be considered as general answers proposed at that time to the challenges of 
the future of society and VET. From a theoretical perspective, these orientations must be 
considered as analytical tools that help us to better understand debates and measures taken 
in the period 1960-1970 as well as to better describe the evolution of the successive debates 
and reforms, up to the present day.

The first orientation that clearly emerges from our sources and that finds explicit referen-
ces in the four publications presented above is an orientation towards academisation. From 
the 1960s onwards, the debates of the time regularly highlight the need for VET to expand 
and provide access to more theoretical and general knowledge content in order to meet the 
new qualification requirements of the labour market and the population's desire for more 
pathways into higher education. This is reflected in a trend towards more school hours in 
vocational school, the introduction of branch courses, the expansion of optional courses, the 
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establishment of new fully developed programs with more general knowledge such as the 
BMS certificate and later the federal vocational baccalaureate.

The second is an orientation towards pedagogisation of VET. From the 1960s onwards we 
witness greater attention paid in debates to the pedagogical dimension of VET, which ma-
terialized in the expansion and improvement of the training of teachers and trainers, in the 
revision of training regulations and of examination modalities, in the setting up of didactic 
tools to facilitate the transmission of competences, and in a desire for the standardisation of 
practices.

The third orientation is towards differentiation. In order to better respond to the demands 
of the market and society, the need for a broader and more differentiated range of training 
programs also emerges from the debates of the time. This differentiation will progressively 
occur with, on the one hand, the introduction of three different levels of initial vocational 
training, and, on the other hand, the development of higher VET and the opening up of VET 
to tertiary education.

The fourth orientation is towards more permeability in the whole system. It was from the 
1960s onwards that the notions of lifelong learning, mobility and flexibility entered the de-
bates on the education system. They culminated in the term of 'permeability', which initially 
referred above all to the need to be flexible, to stay up to date, to change profession, and later 
became also synonymous with the possibility of changing pathways in the education system 
and pursuing training or education at a higher level. The term also reflects the awareness of 
the need to conceive of educational pathways as something that does not stop after a first 
certificate but continues throughout a professional career. Also, here we can mention some 
concrete measures, in particular the opening up of VET to tertiary education and the deve-
lopment of continuing education.

Finally, the fifth orientation is towards what we might call the "learnerisation" of appren-
tices. By means of this neologism, we wish to designate the greater attention emerging from 
the debates of the time on the figure of the "apprentice". This attention progressively leads to 
a modification of the perception of the apprentice from a "worker" to a "learner". This implies, 
on the one hand, greater attention to the educational dimensions of training with improve-
ment in the whole pedagogical setting of apprenticeship,  increased protection against abuse 
and better control over the quality of training, and on the other hand a rapprochement of 
apprentices with learners in general schools at secondary II level (in particular baccalaureate 
schools), with, for example, an increase in the number of holidays , the introduction of sports 
classes in vocational schools, an increase in general education content and the opening up of 
educational pathways to higher education at tertiary level, and now even to university.
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5 Conclusion
If we look back from today at the representations of the future at the time in question, we can 
highlight several interesting points. First of all, although the economic and social situation 
is profoundly different today, it is interesting to note how the future challenges evoked in the 
1960s-1970s are not completely different from the challenges we identify today for VET: No-
tions of increasing complexity, instability, rapid economic and social changes, and increasing 
technological evolution are still largely present today in the future perspectives for VET. The 
consequences for individuals are also similar: The need to adapt, to be flexible, to enter conti-
nuing education (cf. lifelong learning), on the one hand, and on the other hand, the need for 
more transversal competences, soft skills and general knowledge10. In such a context, VET is 
called upon, today as then, to improve its quality, to increase the number of well-trained peo-
ple and to ensure social and professional integration for as many young people as possible.

Secondly, the decisions and measures put in place in the 1970s are still central to the Swiss 
VET system today: The priority given to dual apprenticeship, a certain balance between vo-
cational schooling and workplace practice, branch courses, the presence of three certificates 
for IVET, the pedagogical preparation of teachers and trainers, the existence of teaching aids 
for in-company training, the promotion of VET research. This confirms the importance of 
this "decisive period" in the evolution of the Swiss education system.

Thirdly, these same decisions and measures were taken following the five orientations 
presented above, that emerged in the 1960s-1970s and that constitute to some extent the dri-
ving forces behind the development of Swiss VET over the last 70 years. The current debates 
around "Vision 2030"11 lead us to assume that they will also be the driving forces in the future.

With regard to these five VET policy orientations, we can notice how they address mainly 
educational and social issues. This clearly reflects a rebalancing of the aims of Swiss VET. As 
Bonoli and Gonon (2022) show, while economic aims linked to the training of skilled labour 
remain predominant, from the 1960s/1970s onwards, social aims (i.e., integration and social 
mobility) and educational aims (citizens' education and openness to higher education), have 
gained importance. It is undoubtedly this broadening of the aims attributed to Swiss VET 
that ensures that it is not only widely supported by all political forces, but that it is also still 
considered as one of the essential tools of public policies to meet the challenges of the future, 
and thus addressing economic, educational and social issues.

If we now adopt a more general point of view going beyond the specificities of the Swiss 
case and consider the international debate, we can highlight the way in which our analysis 
helps to better understand how changes occur in highly complex institutions such as VET 

10 This can also be seen today in the framework of "Vision 2030": An initiative launched by the Swiss government and the 
most important actors in the field of VET to prepare and reform Swiss VET for future challenges, cf. https://www.sbfi.ad-
min.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/berufsbildungssteuerung-und--politik/projekte-und-initiativen/berufsbildung-2030.html 
(03.05.2023).

11 See previous footnote.
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systems. Our article shows that even though the future (especially technological) seemed 
to demand a revolution in the socio-professional reality of the time, the measures adopted 
were anything but revolutionary. They were progressive adjustments, which, confirming the 
idea of "incremental change", adapted, corrected and complemented structures that already 
existed. Moreover, our analysis, by combining the idea of "critical junctures" with the idea of 
general orientations, underlines the fact that, if indeed, at specific moments in a country's 
history, windows of opportunity may open, this does not mean that revolutions are possible, 
on the contrary, these windows open onto paths of change largely conditioned by existing 
structures.

Finally, by identifying five general orientations in the evolution of the Swiss system, our 
article proposes a set of theoretical tools to describe the evolution of VET systems also in 
other countries in a comparative perspective. These five orientations can for instance help 
us to better understand the general international movement that took off in the 2000s with 
the intention to "modernise" apprenticeship and VET in general, insofar as the reforms pro-
posed in the various countries follow analogous orientations (see CEDEFOP, 2009). In the 
same perspective, if we consider the vast project recently carried out by CEDEFOP on the 
"future of VET" (CEDEFOP, 2020), we can notice how some similar orientations can also be 
identified in the evolution of VET systems in Europe over the last 30 years. In particular, the 
report notes a certain "academic drift" (cf. CEDEFOP, 2020, p. 71), which tends to broaden 
the contents of VET and bring it closer to general education provision; furthermore a "plu-
ralistic drift" (cf. CEDEFOP, 2020, p. 73) of VET provisions, which covers both an increase 
in the range of programmes as well as a better integration and permeability of the different 
educational offers of VET or general education. More in-depth studies remain to be done 
in this perspective: The historical comparative research on VET has so far been very poorly 
developed.
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