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I - INTRODUCTION
I.I SCOPE AND STRUCTURE OF THIS DOCUMENT
The present “Networking Road Map” document is produced within WP2 – NETWORKING of the VENHANS
(VET European networking Enhancement) project.
In a wider perspective, it is a fundamental element of a Work Package dedicated to the improvement of the
capacity of VET associations to act as catalysts in the enhancement of the quality and attractiveness of VET
at national and transnational level. Furthermore, WP2 aims to inform and promote the added value of
networking, the advantages that it provides, as well as the risks it can generate.
More specifically, the production of this document belongs under a specific task, T2.1 Expand Partnership,
whose aim is to foster a “networking attitude” among VET actors (stakeholders, public and private VET
providers, schools, managers, teachers and trainers) in Europe. The endorsement of such an attitude will be
based off a demonstration of the real benefits deriving from local and international networking, according to
a clear evaluation of strengths/weaknesses and opportunities/threats that networking can have at national
and international level.
The scope of this document is therefore to provide a solid plan that clearly articulates the strategy behind the
implementation of Task T2.1.
As concerns its structure, it is composed of two main parts: a first one, introducing the topics of
representativeness, internationalisation and networking and how they are conceived in VET being strictly
connected to each other: a desktop research has been carried out analysing the available literature, while
directly engaging with VET actors with a wider approach and leading to narrow an in-depth focus to those
countries which are more in need of enhancing their networking capacity as considering a variety of factors.
The second part summarises the main findings of the research into specific SWOT analyses where data are
organised, which are then methodologically prioritised and paving the way for the organisation of four Peer
Learning Review Visits, proposing a tailored model to VET providers to be engaged where self-assessment and
mutual learning are core elements to ensure a concrete impact by the VENHANS team in supporting VET
providers to tackle most urgent challenging areas in the wider topic of networking. In line with this, the
programme for the Peer Learning Reviews to be carried out will be described in the last section of the
Roadmap.

VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROADMAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

3

I.II METHODOLOGY
The topic of networking has been extensively and repeatedly at the centre of many studies carried
out at European and national level although a more recent document with a specific focus on the capacity and
conditions of VET providers to foster networking activities is missing. The VENHANS WP2 aims to indeed raising
attention to this spreading request to support the internationalisation capacity of VET providers that is closely
related to their networking strategy.
According to this scenario, the WP2 team agreed on proceed with a preliminary research reading
the available literature to better understand the state of the art and identify those recurrent and so-called key
elements characterising the concepts that are strictly related, namely Networking, Internationalisation and
Representativeness. The type of research led to the identification of a series of documents published by
European bodies and available in English; more specifically, the collection and selection of the documents
during this desktop analysis followed a double approach:
1. Relevance and reliability of the information provided as presented by EU-related bodies
2. Selection of a specific set of documents, containing data useful of the collection of information
to be organised in the SWOT analysis section: these documents have been identified also with
the direct dialogue with ETF (European Training Foundation), being a European Union agency
that helps transition and developing countries harness the potential of their human capital
through the reform of education, training and labour market systems.
Based on the collected data and documents, the team carried out an in-depth reading that led to:
1. Identification of a geographical area of countries where common features and needs in relation
to the networking capacity of VET providers requires structural support and interventions, being those
European Eastern and Balkans countries: this first milestone represented a turning point in the
proposed activities as it led to the need to interact and dialogue directly with experts from those
countries to gain first-hand information about their needs and opportunities;
2. Engagement of VET experts from European Eastern and Balkans countries in a tailored
event: the combination of qualitative and quantitative method was proposed, developing a format of
the event where VET experts were put in the conditions to present, exchange and describe main
features characterising the enhancement of networking capacity in their country. 20 VET experts
were contacted and invited (one per country from European Eastern and Balkans territories) and 12
attended the event. The quantitative approach proposed in the follow-up of the event is related to a
survey built to gain further details from experts having joined the event and giving the possibility to
those not attending it to provide their point of view.
Furthermore, the dialogue with all VET experts highlighted the variety of scenarios and needs of each country,
where some structural and institutional challenges or weaknesses are out of the VENHANS reach.
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3. Engagement of the 6 European Associations of VET and HE providers1: to gain further data
on the networking capacity of VET providers in Europe, the WP2 team proposed to submit a short
survey to the 6 organisations representing VET in Europe and which are partners in the VENHANS
project. Although not originally planned, this activity was considered an added value for the sake of
gaining further information about how VET providers are performing and which can be the hindrances
they are facing when it comes to European networking activities in particular.
All these activities were carried out with a view to develop a Roadmap whose data and considerations are
up-to-date, being grass-rooted and representing the voice of VET providers; the gained data were then
analysed according to a common SWOT analyses methodology, highlighting specifically strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats concerning networking capacity, which are summarised in SWOT tables
– one per type of action/target engaged as described above.
For the sake of the organisation of the peer-learning reviews, the key findings have been gathered and
summarised, highlighting the type of actor that can actually boost a change to current situation and the level
of action, considering that according to the specific needs of each VET provider the challenges might be
incurred at local/regional, national and European level – thus requiring a variety of strategies to face them.
Taking into consideration all these steps, a programme proposal for the organisation of 4 Peer Learning
Visits for four different VET providers, that are more in the conditions (structural factors) and in the need of
enhancing their networking capacity effectively and capitalising already existing initiatives. A blended solution
is proposed to cope with the limits of the still ongoing pandemic.

1

The European Associations of VET and HE providers are 6 independent European networks members of VET4EU2,
an informal platform of cooperation for the policy dialogue on VET and HE (https://vet4eu2.eu/members/)
VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROADMAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

5

II – A STUDY OF NETWORKING IN VET
II.I DEFINING THREE KEY CONCEPTS
Despite the concept of networking being the main focus of the present document, some deeply related
notions must also be taken into consideration when analysing this particular domain.
The Work Package under which this Roadmap is produced and the VENHANS project as a whole, indeed
heavily work on two more levels, besides networking i.e., representativeness and internationalisation in
Vocational Education and Training.
It could be argued that networking, representativeness and internationalisation behave like a triad, as they
mutually influence and nurture one another, and they all play a role in allowing VET providers to relate with
their peers or stakeholders. So much so that it becomes sometimes difficult to trace a line to clearly distinguish
them.
For this reason, the following chapters will be dedicated to defining in detail these key concepts or pillars, in
order to enhance their peculiarities and explain why the VENHANS partnership considers them to provide
essential context in the process of building a Networking Roadmap.
This will be done by reviewing the available literature, as well as inferring from the project partners’ own
perspective and overlook.

II.I.I REPRESENTATIVENESS
LITERATURE
In order to provide a shared meaning of the concept of “representativeness” at European level, to serve
as a starting point for this discussion, it should be noted that no definition of the term applying specifically to
the domain of Vocational Education and Training has been coined to this day.
In other to find a definition that can be borrowed in its most general characteristics, it is therefore necessary
to move slightly outside of the VET field.
According to the analysis carried out by Eurofound (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living
and Working Conditions), 1993 was the year in which the word “representativeness” was first defined2 by the
European Commission in the context of sectoral dialogue with EU social partner organisations (management
and labour). Representativeness therefore constitutes the main criterion ensuring such entities the opportunity
to be consulted by the EC (Article 154 of TFEU) and a “legally binding implementation of their agreements […]
(Article 155 of TFEU)3”.
Such principles were later formalised in two occasions:

2

“Communication concerning the application of the Agreement on Social Policy” - Annex 3 ‘Main findings of the social partners' study
(Representativeness)'
3
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/it/topic/representativeness
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§ Commission's Communication of 20 May 19984 on adapting and promoting the social dialogue at EU level
à criteria for the representative interest of organisations (in the sense of Articles 154–155 TFEU)
Þ be cross industry or relate to specific sectors or categories and be organised at European level;
Þ consist of organisations, integral and recognised part of Member State social partner structures
and with the capacity to negotiate agreements, and which are representative of all MSs, as far as
possible;
Þ have adequate structures to ensure their effective participation in the consultation process.
§ Decision 98/500/EC5 on the establishment of Sectoral Dialogue Committees
à criteria for representativeness of the European social partners are confirmed as previously set out
in the 1998 EC Communication.
Having repeated such positions in a few following occasions, the Commission decided to appoint Eurofund
with the task of carrying out sectoral representativeness studies in 2006. Among a great variety of them is an
interesting publication on the “Concept of representativeness at national, international and European level6”,
which identified four different frames of reference for the assessment of the representativeness of the EU
social partners, the most relevant for the present document being:
1. representativeness by accreditation of the Commission on the basis of the previously mentioned
criteria; or following the implementation of European framework agreements
2. negotiation based on mutual recognition/bargaining autonomy
Summarising this sectoral dialogue excursus, it can be inferred that representativeness is associated with the
concepts of role legitimisation, reciprocal recognition, effective participation and negotiation capacity, which
are all relatable to the world of VET.
REPRESENTATIVENESS IN VENHANS
Proving that the topic of representativeness is deeply ingrained in VENHANS starting from its conception,
the project’s application form already elaborates on it in a number of sections.
First of all, representativeness is set as one of the challenges that the project is to face, as the involved VET
providers’ networks are expected to update and improve the services offered to the members they represent,
in particular as concerns “the development of quality and excellence principles, adoption of the EU standards
and recommendations, access to European funds”.
More specifically, the Networking Action Plan (WP2) concretely targets this issue and is directly linked with
the following objective: “Encourage the creation of transnational and national VET providers’ networks and
partnerships to work together at national and European level”. This means that new contacts, networks, tools
and best practices will be designed and promoted, while more extended and reliable umbrella organisations
will better serve VET providers, EU policy makers, companies and stakeholders.

4

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2064298a-0937-4a0d-bc92-85ec13d78f69/language-enù
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A31998D0500
6
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2016/industrial-relations/the-concept-of-representativeness-at-nationalinternational-and-european-level
5
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Lastly, representativeness is one of the paradoxes in VET that the VENHANS application form identifies,
noticing how VET providers’ associations are “STRONG AT EU LEVEL BUT LIMITED AT NATIONAL/REGIONAL

LEVEL”.
The VET4EU2 platform certainly is a primary reference for the Commission and its DGs (especially DG
EMPL): with a constant dialogue, it contributes significantly to the definition and implementation of European
policies. However, such a significant role needs to be sustained by a stronger representativeness of
local/regional/sectoral VET providers and stakeholders. Despite the increase of overall affiliates of the VET4EU2
member associations in the last years, a wide, joint and planned networking campaign is needed to allow more
VET providers and stakeholders, in particular those from underrepresented countries, to contribute to the EU
policy deployment.
The positive impact that such a process produces for the VET4EU2 affiliates is depicted in this image:

get involved in relevant
working groups and
tables at EU level
(exchange and policy
making)

be affiliated to
international, national
or local networks

be recognised as
excellent VET centres
and experiment with
methodological
innovation

support in design and
implementation of
internationalization
strategies

follow paths/plans for
qualitative growth
starting from the
analysis and adoption
of EU standards
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II.I.II INTERNATIONALISATION
LITERATURE
If the above-described concept of representativeness was drawn through a cross-sectoral analysis,
internationalisation is a widely used term in the field of Vocational Education and Training with a specific
meaning. Internationalisation is also a process that has been in place for a long time in the European context,
as the discussion paper “Internationalising vocational education and training in Europe - Prelude to an overdue
debate”, published by Cedefop already in 2009, goes to prove:

“The issue of internationalisation of course differs from country to country.
Internationalisation has for some time been an important development issue for higher
education, and is now becoming more and more so for vocational education and
training as well."
Furthermore, in the same document, with the paper “Internationalisation of vocational training in Europe”,
Margrethe Vestager confirms that

“Many schools have initiated activities which are becoming increasingly important both
for the schools themselves and for the entire area in which the schools are located.
Information across borders and contact with other countries have become natural
elements of our daily life.”
Despite this publication dating quite far back from the time in which this Networking Roadmap is being drafted,
there is no doubt around the relevant implications and developments that internationalisation presents to this
day. It is indeed:
-

one of the objectives of the Call for Proposals under which the VENHANS project was co-funded
(EACEA 37/2018), which more precisely states “Support the development of an internationalisation
strategy at providers' level, fostering the mobility of leaders, staff and VET learners, as well as the
establishment of cooperation partnerships”;

-

still promoted as a fundamental topic in Europe, e.g. being one of the focus points of the 2018 edition
of the European Vocational Skills Week, the annual initiative promoted by the European Commission
to celebrate the value and excellence of vocational education and training;

-

defined as one of the ways in which the European Union can support the development of Centres of
Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) as stated in the publication “Mapping of Centres of Vocational
Excellence” (2015). The document indeed mentions that in order to foster CoVEs’ capacity to promptly
react to the priorities set by the European Union, a platform should be dedicated to the “capacity to
address European priorities and fill gaps”;

-

considered as an intrinsic factor determining the level of social utility that VET providers are able to
create, according to the “SOLITY – VET SOCIAL UTILITY MONITOR” project7 - which also represents

7

SOLITY is a European project developed under the EACEA-41-2016 call: Support for Policy Reform - ERASMUS+ Key Action 3 - SubAction: Forward Looking Cooperation Projects. Project number: 590169-EPP-2017-IT-PI-FORWARD
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an important starting element/background for the VENHNANS project as a whole. Different aspects of
the SOLITY project are indeed integrated and further developed by it.
Given this premise, the following paragraphs will aim at providing a comprehensive overview of what is
commonly meant when talking about internationalisation in VET.
One of the most useful resources in order to reach this purpose is definitely represented by the publication
“GO INTERNATIONAL A practical guide on strategic internationalisation in Vocational Education and Training”.
The guide is intended to provide concrete assistance in the process of internationalisation or strategic planning
of international activities in VET, whose aim is set as being able to “express the purpose and future
developments of the international activities of a training provider or vocational training institution”.
Furthermore, by means of an international strategy, VET organisations have the opportunity to further develop
and improve thanks to international cooperation, creating benefits not only for the staff directly involved – but
also for the students, overall personnel and stakeholders involved.
In order to internationalise VET institutions, the guide deems the following topics as crucial:
-

networking,

-

cooperation with workplaces and industries,

-

core staff skills,

-

project planning and execution,

-

ability to operate strategically, both internally and externally.

The concept of internationalisation is further defined also thanks to another much more recent publication
(2020), i.e. the Cedefop and ETF discussion paper “The importance of being vocational - Challenges and
opportunities for VET in the next decade”.
Recognising the importance of internationalisation in the promotion of the appeal and prosperity of Vocational
Education and Training, the paper provides a multi-sided description of the concept, allowing to add on the
list of previously-mentioned characteristics. Internationalisation of VET implies that:
1. national systems are conditioned by trends and requirements that are set at a global level, which can
happen by means of transnational standards or certifications, for instance. National VET systems are
indeed influenced by the needs of international markets, therefore needing to conform to a set of
standards, qualifications, ways to recognise excellence.
2. mutual learning and sharing of best practices and knowledge is promoted among countries. Such
processes directly influence not only VET providers and their trainers and learners, but also policymakers and stakeholders, with concrete outcomes ranging from “agreements between systems for
the provision of aid, convergence of system process and outcomes; […] instruments and modalities
like peer learning, policy dialogues, platforms of knowledge, projects and mobility schemes; […]
engagement through partnerships be- tween VET providers, schools, businesses, experts, participation
in international competitions, and sharing of data and experiences”.
3. common goals, achieved by means of agreements and shared strategies and resources are set, as it
happens by the cooperation efforts promoted by the European Union in the field of VET within and
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beyond the continent. As a matter of fact, Treaty Article 166.3 acknowledges the European Union the
legal basis for cooperation in VET with third countries and entities as a single global actor.
INTERNATIONALISATION IN VENHANS
Bringing together the various inputs mentioned in this chapter, the vision of internationalisation identified
with the VENHANS project can be summarised in the following scheme:

INTERNATIONA
LISATION

mutual
learning and
sharing of best
practices/kno
wledge at all
levels of the
VET systems

improvem
ent of own
staff and
students'
skills

definition of the
purpose and
strategy of a VET
provider's
international
collaboration
activities

recognition and
adaptation to a set
of standards,
qualifications,
certifications -->
being able to adapt
to global trends in
labour markets

achievement of
common goals
set and
acknowledged
at European
level
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II.I.III NETWORKING
With the thorough reflection made around the notions of representativeness and internationalisation
provided in the previous chapters, it is now time for the present document to focus on networking, which is
indeed the key concept around which WP2 of the VENHANS project – and, consequently, this roadmap revolves.
A first interesting insight to start off the analysis of networking in the field of vocational education and
training can be seen in the publication “The Art of Networking – European Networks in Education” produced
within the Euroweaving project8 in 2007. This source points out from the start that the concept of networking
and of network more in general is “multi-faceted” and is applied to all domains of social sciences. Drawing
from Wohlfahrt9, it is added that

“Institutional networks in the field of education are usually a type of interaction in
inter-organisational networks, i.e. are understood to be a specific cooperation by
several organisations designed to cover a longer period of time for the attainment
of jointly stipulated objectives and added value for the individual participants.”
The same publication identifies networking primarily as the action of building links between individuals and
groups in as a “qualitative basic attitude” (Jungk 199410) in the professional sphere. It is also specified that
the entities tied together in a system such as a network are in the position to be autonomous in their actions,
but operate dependently on one another and with respect of their own autonomy in order to achieve mutual
advantages. The authors affirm that the way in which networks’ actors relate with each other is not strictly
organised in a hierarchical order, but rather follows hybrid patterns.
Furthermore, it is interesting to see that, based on the nature of the relationships taking place within a network,
it is possible to distinguish a variety of organisational forms: among the most pertinent to the aims of the
present document are definitely “exchange, support and interest representation/advocacy networks”, as they
seem to perfectly grasp on the main purposes that networking - as intended in the VENHANS project - presents.
NETWORKING IN THE EDUCATION FIELD
The identification of networking aims, motives and benefits in the education field according to the analysis
carried out by Bienzle et al. is provided in the table below:

AIMS

Answer to the diversity and complexity of educational needs of the various
stakeholder groups of the fragmented scenario of lifelong learning.
Integrate diverse experiences and approaches.
Tackle educational challenges and their multi-dimension through cooperation and exchange.

8

Euroweaving is a European project co-funded by the European Commission’s Socrates programme. Project number: 2005-4873/001001/SO2 81AWC.
9
Wohlfart, Ursula (2002): Zur Geschichte interorganisatorischer Netzwerke. In: DIE Zeitschrift für Erwachsenenbildung, 1, p. 39
10
Jungk, Sabine (1994): Kooperation und Vernetzung. Strukturwandel als Kompetenzanforderung. In: Hagedorn, F. /Jungk, S. /Lohmann,
M. /Meyer, H. (Eds) (1994): Anders Arbeiten in Bildung und Kultur. Kooperation und ernetzung als soziales Kapital. Weinheim, pp. 61-76
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Improve the communication between actors and enable joint planning processes so to foster
coordination and synergy (between activities, institutions, professionals).

for joining

PERSONAL: individuals’ own enrichment
POLITICAL: lobbying, promotion of values
PROFESSIONAL: improvement of competences
INSTITUTIONAL: representation of institutions

institutions)

(for individuals/

BENEFITS

MOTIVES

Increase the effectiveness, efficiency, quality level of the learning provision.

Access to up-to-date information and free innovative learning materials
Forum for self-presentation and promotion
Contacts for project collaborations
Advice and ideas for improvement from peers
Representation with policy-makers

A final interpretation is provided as concerns the overall mission of European networks in education,
identifying three main addresses of activities:
Bring together practitioners, experts and policy-makers with
NETWORKING

effective strategies to meet, share, and exchange their experiences

MISSION

and expertise for their mutual benefit.
Provide a great deal of learning opportunities (best practice, research results,
LEARNING

state of the art, different approaches and contexts in the European countries)
Personal and organisational learning

SHAPING PRACTICES
& POLICIES

Make measurable impact on the field(s) they focus on, by:
-

Conducting research and/or comparative analyses

-

Supporting projects in content and management

-

Making recommendations to national and EU level policy-makers

A further input to the analysis provided so far comes from the paper “Networking and the national training
system: core ideas” written in the framework of the “Reframing the Future” program, aimed at supporting the
implementation of the National Training Framework (NTF) in Australia by means of staff development and
change management actions. The overseas origin of this publication goes to prove the relevance of the concept
of networking in VET at a global level.
What is quite interestingly inferred by the paper, which can be applied to the European context with ease,
is that
“Network membership implies connection, based around the trust, understanding,

and mutuality that support collaborative, cohesive action. As networks are built by
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investing some proportion of our time, money, energy and emotion in our
connections, a network is one of the most powerful assets any individual can
possess. Networks provide an interlocking web of connections and help people
develop their identities. Networks also increase an organisation’s social capital.”
There certainly is a dominant social component when it comes to networking, which can be undermined by a
variety of factors, such as the actors and stakeholders of a network being geographically widely distributed or
belonging to territories that are not actively involved across borders in terms of representativeness and
internationalisation. Preventing this kind of situation or rather promoting quite an opposite one – where VET
providers and stakeholders fruitfully collaborate with their peers and are duly represented in higher, decisionmaking levels – is exactly the aim beyond WP2 of the VENHANS project and of this Networking Roadmap in
particular.
Such a reflection brings this analysis on networking back to the first paragraphs of the present chapter:
networking in VET is a concept, an attitude, a tool, an outcome that can only be reached through a journey
that goes hand in hand with representativeness and internationalisation.
It is therefore time to proceed with the description in the following chapters of the concrete steps undertaken
with the VENHANS project in order to achieve this objective.
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II.II THE VENHANS RESEARCH
The research activity carried out by the VENHANS partnership for the development of a Networking
Roadmap in the VET sector has been organised starting from a preliminary desktop research, whose findings
led to the implementation of complementary activities for the collection of data, which proved to be neither
coherently available nor already structured in the existing literature at European level.
The preliminary research enabled the team to clarify the concepts of Networking, Internationalisation and
Representativeness as presented in the previous section (II.I). Taking as literature references documents
published by major European bodies (i.e. the European Commission, the CEDEFOP and ETF and other available
in English), the first major finding of the team was linked to the need to narrow the focus on those countries
presenting common elements in terms of geographical, political and socio-economic systems which are
negatively influencing the capacity of VET providers to innovate, modernise and have their voice heard at
regional, national and European level (see section II.II.I).
Considering valuable to narrow the geographical focus to 20 countries located in the Eastern European and
Balkans countries, the VENHANS team proposed to directly engage 20 VET experts (one representative per
country) to foster a direct dialogue and gain further insights and first-hand contributions with a bottom-up
approach. At the same time, the 6 European Associations of VET and HE providers represented in the VET4EU2
platform (which are core partners of the VENHANS project) were asked to take part in a specific online survey
to acquire complementary information about how VET providers approach networking in Europe.
The following two sub-chapters describe in more details the activities carried out.

II.II.I A FOCUS ON EUROPEAN ESTEARN AND BALKANS COUNTRIES
The history of the European Union dates back to the post-IIWW period and its motto itself declares a clear
vision and added value: “United in Diversity”. Along the decades, the Union has structured its expansion
process that today is referred as “Neighbourhood and Enlargement Policy”, whose main goal is to enable those
countries having potential and increasing relations with the Union to acquire an official status for collaborations
and exchanges for the final benefit of all economic and social sectors.
Localised in those (once) considered the boundaries of the Union, a long list of countries can be found,
which have acquired - during the decades - an official status and are now formally “Member States” or
“Candidate Partners”. Considering their role and development potential especially in the VET sector, the
VENHANS partnership has investigated and collected data in order to assess the possibility for direct
networking actions and strategies, thus boosting dialogue and transnational collaboration in line with the
framework of European neighbourhood policies.
Therefore, the two following groups of countries are to be addressed by the VENHANS project:
•

The European Central/Eastern countries of the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia,
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia: they own a common historical background, but each country owns a
specific status.
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•

The Balkans countries being Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Greece, Turkey and Cyprus: part of this
group is indeed already recognized as bearing specific needs in terms of long-term recovery, green
and digital transition, economic growth and support reform and it is the so-called “Western Balkans”
sub-group (i.e. on 6 October 2020, the Commission also adopted a comprehensive Economic and
Investment Plan for the Western Balkans11).

For the purpose of this document and the wider strategy of the VENHANS project concerning an enhanced
networking capacity, all aforementioned countries are to addressed for a total of 20 countries.
Following the preliminary analysis and research carried out, a common lack of expertise of VET providers
from these countries in acting at national and European level so to strengthen their networking,
representativeness and internationalisation capacity has been identified.
The first step of the research carried out involved the consultation of a wide collection of data and
documents available on the CEDEFOP and ETF websites, which allowed to define a first picture of the VET
sector in these 20 countries; although the variety of features, challenges and strategies is undeniable, some
common considerations can be summarised, namely:
1. an increasing and latent low level of attractiveness for CVET, which results also in a very low
participation in lifelong learning opportunities from adults;
2. a need for a better matching of skills supply and labour market demand, and for reducing youth
unemployment rates;
3. a fragmented institutional approach not engaging all stakeholders and VET actors in the
modernisation process.
Despite national specificities, it clearly emerges that a development strategy has been put in place in each
country, and that the path towards renovation is currently being aligned with the most urgent challenges
related with digitalisation and the use of technology for teaching and learning.
Following the preliminary research phase and in order to get an insight of VET’s state of the art and identify
those major challenges for the capacity of giving resonance to this sector from the local to the European level,
the partnership identified a list of experts (at least one per each of the 20 countries) to be surveyed online.
The results are summarised in the two following paragraphs.
In addition to these activities, a study of the major strategic documents and initiatives proposed by the
European Commission in the last years confirmed the need to direct the focus of the VENHANS activities
towards these countries. Amongst the many initiatives, the most recent “Pilot VET mobility scheme for the
Enlargement countries and Africa” (EAC EAC/S34/2018) does represent a great example of the strategic
importance that some of these countries represent for the Union. Within this call for proposal, the focus was
to boost internationalisation process of the VET sector by increasing collaboration opportunities and mobility
exchanges amongst MSs and call countries.

11

The European Commission website: European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations (Strategy and Reports | European
Neighbourhood Policy And Enlargement Negotiations (europa.eu))
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Moreover, CEDEFOP and EFT published a Discussion Paper (The importance of being vocational challenges
and opportunities for VET in the next decade, 202012), where the role played by VET within society has been
stressed once more to be crucial to face the impasse entered and the challenges set by the most recent (and
still ongoing at the time when this document is being written) pandemic. To face uncertainty and drive society
out of this crisis, VET providers are key actors in shaping the future of the labour market in their country and
in Europe. Where citizens might see despair and change, VET providers see new business opportunities longing
for new jobs and skills. In this paramount role of anticipating the labour needs, networking and transnational
collaboration become an asset that can make a great difference between those actors that ride the wave and
the ones that might be wiped away from the European table.

II.II.II ASK THE EXPERTS
The dialogue with European experts from the VET sector proved to be crucial for the collection of data and
real-life examples about how VET providers face networking challenges in their countries. A double approach
was pursued to ensure that the voices of VET providers themselves could be heard: on the one hand, a tailored
event gathering VET experts; on the other, a specific questionnaire shared with VET umbrella organisations in
Europe.
A VET JOURNEY IN EUROPE (April 29th)
The main challenge the VENHANS team sought to avoid was
related with the recurring approach where EU project teams
carry out research and interact with their targets starting from
their own point of view, asking questions that they already have
an answer for. The only purpose of dialoguing with their targets
would be to confirm their standpoints.
In order to avoid following such a course of action, the
tailored event proposed to 20 experts representing the 20
Eastern European and Balkan countries mentioned in the
previous paragraph followed a bottom-up approach. In further detail:
•

The 20 experts were directly identified and selected by the EVTA team, which already relies upon
a pool of VET insiders being willing to/interested in contributing to the topic of the event.

•

The VENHANS team proposed to engage further members of the project to support the moderation
of the event, organising two briefings and building a moderation kit for their preparation
(Moderators: Angeliki Psychogyiou from EVTA, Silvia Genero from ENAIP NET, Marc Cloostermans
from VDAB and Rob Versteeg from ENDURANCE). At the same time, preliminary material was
developed and shared in advance with experts, in order to help them be aligned with the

12

Cedefop, ETF 2020 (website link: The importance of being vocational: challenges and opportunities for VET in the next decade |
Cedefop (europa.eu))
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topics/main challenges related with the drafting of the VENHANS roadmap itself and the preliminary
findings of the literature/research phase.
•

The event was specifically conceived following a bottom-up and participatory approach, thus
(1) offering working groups’ environments (break-out rooms), where each expert could share
insights and contributions starting from their experience; (2) boosting collaborative and
constructive sharing thanks to the active moderation of the four VENHANS team members involved,
and (3) empowering VET experts in identifying ways to tackle networking challenges in their
countries, while benefitting from a wider European perspective they own.

•

Follow-up phase: to allow each invited expert to provide their contribution (some could not attend
the event due to previous commitments), the team created a specific online survey that was sent
to all of them after the event with the invitation to fill it in. This survey enabled the team to gain
further data in addition to what was collected during the event: all of it is summarised in the SWOT
analysis presented in the following chapter. 12 surveys were collected and analysed leading to the
creation of the SWOT analysis (Matrix 2) provided in the following chapter.

Hereinafter, it is presented:
a. the list of experts invited to the event
Country

Name

Surname

Organisation

Albania

Mirela

Koci

AULEDA

Slavica

Jukic

SEC (Social Educational Center)

Ana

Velcheva

State enterprise “Bulgarian-German Vocational

Bosnia

and

Herzegovina
Bulgaria

Training Centre”
Croatia

Doris

Sošić

Rijeka Development Agency PORIN

Cyprus

Vasilis

Oxinos

ANAD - Human Resource Development Authority of
Cyprus

Czech Republic

Josef

Vochozka

Educa International

Estonia

Karmen

Trasberg

University of Tartu

Greece

Vasilis

Siomadis

Small Enterprises’ Institute – IME-GSEVEE

Hungary

Ferenc

Kiss

Budapest Metropolitan University

Kosovo

Agron

Hajdari

APPK

Latvia

Ilze

Buligina

Ministry of Education and Science

Lithuania

Dangoulé

Šalavėjienė

Lithuanian University of Educational Sciences

Macedonia

Streten

Koceski

Community Development Institute Macedonia

Montenegro

Kerim

Medjedovic

ALDA Montenegro

Poland

Malgorzata

Szpilska

National Research Institute

Romania

Emilia

Pecheanu

University of Galati

Serbia

Visnic

Borka

Teachers Union of Serbia
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Slovakia

Dana

Mazgutova

Trexima

Slovenia

Aleksandar

Sladojevic

Institute of the Republic of Slovenia for VET

Turkey

Hasan Burçin

Menteş

İzmit Technical and Vocational High School

b. the agenda

c.

the survey structure submitted (via Google Form)

DATA requested:

- Country of origin
- Job position
- Field of activity (“if your field of activity is education, please be so kind to detail which level
and kind of education e.g. secondary education/VET or higher education/VET or higher
education/university, etc…)

Open question (short-answer)

When talking about the concept of “Networking” activity, what does this mean to you? Express
it in one word / one short sentence.

Open question (short-answer)

Considering the VET sector in your country, what are the key actors managing/taking care of
networking activities and at which level (local/regional, national, European)?

Open question (short-answer)

What are the top-three hindrances in carrying out networking activities for VET actors from
your country?
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Please rate the following
services offered by VET umbrella
organizations to VET providers
in terms of effectiveness in
increasing your networks (0 =
less effective/used – 5 = most
effective/used):

a. Organizing brokerage events amongst VET providers from all over Europe
b. Sharing policy-recommendations/reports/strategies from EC and other European bodies to
anticipate/capitalize exchange of best practices
c. Facilitating contacts with other potential partners in relation to specific requests (i.e. building
of a partnership for a call for proposal, opening of opportunities for collaboration, sharing of a
successful practice, etc.)
d. Capacity building activities (training for organisation staff) on project design and
implementation,
e. Support to the development and implementation of the training centres' internationalisation
strategy,
f. Support the improvement of the training provision focusing on quality, excellence and social
utility.

Is there any comment you would like to share concerning how to enhance the networking capacity of VET providers ?
(Facultative – proposed for the
experts that did not attend the
event) Open question (shortanswer)

What are the main challenges and potentialities connected with the delivery of a successful
networking activity? Please comment considering the following aspects:
a. Strengths:
b. Weakness:
c. Threats:
d. Opportunities:

(Facultative) Do you have in mind any VET provider from your country willing to enhance its networking capacity and be involved
in the VENHANS project? If you wish, you can list their names here.

THE 6 EUROPEAN ASSOCIATIONS OF VET AND HE PROVIDERS
The VENHANS partnership is enriched by the direct engagement of all the six VET umbrella organisations
existing at European level and offering support to VET providers to enhance their internationalisation capacity,
according to their needs and strategy. Therefore, a variety of actors and situations related to VET in Europe
are represented in the project: the VENHANS WP2 team considered this a unique opportunity to directly include
those organisations in the analysis of the specific topic of networking and of how to improve support services
for VET providers.
A total of 6 surveys, filled in by EVTA, EfVET, EUproVET, EVBB, EUCEN and EURASHE, were collected. The
structure of the survey is presented below, while the contributions collected are summarized in the SWOT
analysis (Matrix 3) presented in the following chapter.
Open question (short-answer)
Open question (short-answer)

When talking about the concept of “Networking” activity, what does this mean to you? Express
it in one word / one short sentence.
What are the main challenges and potentialities connected with the delivery of a successful
networking activity when thinking about your members? Please comment considering the
following aspects:
a. Strengths:
b. Weakness:
c. Threats:
d. Opportunities:

Open question (short-answer)

Mapping your VET members: which EU countries are less active and what are the main reasons
in your opinion?
Open question (short-answer)
What are the top-three networking services/opportunities where you have more active
participation from your members?
What is, according to your experience, the best strategy to adopt to foster networking among your members?

VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROADMAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

20

III – STRATEGY
III.I SWOT ANALYSIS OF THE NETWORKING FRAMEWORK
Considering the amount of material and the variety of actors engaged along the months of implementation
of Task 2.1 of the VENHANS project, it was deemed necessary to use a methodology allowing to organise
coherently and with common labels all the data collected. These considerations led to the selection of “SWOT
analyses” as the best tool to classify said information.
The main benefits related with this method are that: 1. it is widely accepted thanks to its simplicity and
direct focus on the key issues composing a defined topic/area of analysis; 2. it enables to the highlight of
strengths and weaknesses that are relevant in meeting opportunities and threats in a particular situation/on a
topic; 3. it paves the way to a further analysis, thus opening to a pool of actions, which perfectly fits with the
creation of a proposal of the Peer Learning Reviews originally foreseen in WP2 of the VENHANS project.
The methodology herewith proposed was used as a base for drafting the online surveys created both for
VET experts and VET umbrella associations, as well as for the creation of a Matrix used to summarise all data
collected from the analysis of specific documents and from key contributions arisen during the “A VET Journey
in Europe” event. A common understanding of the key concepts composing the matrix SWOT scheme can be
summarised as follows:
-

Strengths: answer the question “what are you good at?“. They include the factors that give VET
centres an edge over their competitors.

-

Weaknesses: answer the question “What are you not good at?”. They include the factors that can
be harmful if used against VET centres by their competitors.

-

Opportunities: answer the question “where do you see a big possibility for your organisation?”.
They refer to favourable situations that can bring a competitive advantage.

-

Threats: answer the question “What do you see in the horizon as being potentially harmful to your
organisation?”. They refer to unfavourable situations that can negatively affect the business.

The matrix template created for the purpose of the VENHANS Networking Roadmap was organised taking
into consideration the level of action (internal – external) and the degree of benefit/danger of each
factor/situation affecting a VET provider, as shown in this table:
HELPFUL

HARMFUL

INTERNAL

Strengths

Weaknesses

EXTERNAL

Opportunities

Threats

Accordingly, the subsequent prioritisation phase took into account the weak points where VET centres can
work on while valorising their opportunities, combining these two sides to improve their networking capacity
with a dedicated visit where self-assessment and peer-learning approaches are privileged and crucial for the
growth of the centre itself. The following section presents a matrix per each type of action carried out, where
key “Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats” are concisely presented. A further section, summarised
by bullet points, brings attention to important additional concepts to be taken into consideration as for their
prioritisation in the following chapter.
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MATRIX 1
The matrix summarises the main findings and contributions presented in two key documents that were considered of paramount importance and bringing an in-depth
view on the topic of networking as related to VET capacity in Europe, namely:
•

Centres of Vocational Excellence: An engine for vocational education and training development, ETF (2020)

•

ENGAGE – How Funders Can Support and Leverage Networks for Social Impact (https://engage.rockefellerfoundation.org/)
HELPFUL

INTERNAL

HARMFUL
STRENGTHS

•
•

COOPERATION:

In

many

countries

WEAKNESSES
coordination

or

with other education institutions at national and international

DECENTRALIZATION: the logic of decentralising VET policy-

level.

•
•

•

COMPLEXITY: The decision to create a CoVE is a rather complex

of VET network.

one that needs to take into account different goals and satisfy

NETWORK-LEVEL GOVERNANCE: learning through peer

a variety of stakeholders. Evolution of a process is difficult to

review and the sharing of experience in networks of

anticipate.

institutions are of paramount importance.
•

ISOLATION: CoVEs often exist in isolation without partnerships

collaboration is essential to the concept of CoVEs.
making has an influence as a way to implement policy reforms
•

•

•

SUSTAINABILITY & TIME INVESTMENT: CoVEs are often facing

REPUTATION: Reputation has a greater influence on employer

sustainability issues. Collaborative efforts are time-consuming

decision-making than CoVE status.

(how much time it really takes to incubate complex

PUBLIC SUPPORT: regional development agency can help and

collaborations?) although it is rather difficult to anticipate what

support the development of CoVEs.

level of effort is required.

CONTAMINATION & CROSSOVER: Combining insights from
different areas of exploration and fields as well as leveraging

•

LANGUAGE: Language is often an additional burden for CoVEs.

what’s unique to each funder’s capabilities or vision. Co-

•

LACK of COMMITMENT/INTERNAL HINDRANCES: Lack of

creation as a way of collaboration is the goal.

managerial long-term support, infrastructures and goals not

INFRASTRUCTURES: Building infrastructure over the years (in

oriented towards supporting the next steps required to take a

the different fields, in this case physics and chemistry).

nascent network forward. Another similar issue is represented

•

CREDIBILITY: Institutional credibility and strong relationships.

by the having sceptical thinking and people with strong belief

•

CLEAR GOALS: The benefit of having a clear goal at the start

that are inconsistency with changing the system.

•

of building a network (like establishing a new scientific field
•

•

FINANCIAL SOURCES: To match the complexity and ambitions

that could become self-sustaining).

of the program, financial and other resources planned from the

WORKING TOOLS: Online “common” tool to aid information-

beginning within each actor are rarely enough.

sharing, a network-wide coordinated messaging strategy and
media outreach centre, but also a steering committee to guide
vision and strategy.
•

THE VALUE of the TEAM: Hybrid decentralized and centralized
staffing and quality leadership.

EXTERNAL

OPPORTUNITIES
•

THREATS

MODERNIZATION: The development of CoVEs can boost the

•

modernisation of VET systems and networks.
•
•

LACK OF ACCESS: Access to VET is declining or stagnating in
many countries.

DIGITALIZATION: Automation, AI and digitalization can also

•

LACK OF FUNDING: Lack of funds, or simply of regular smart

help to improve the status of VET.

investments in VET, is often accompanied by inefficient

ENTREPRENEURSHIP: VET institutions and networks are

mechanisms for budget allocation.

expected

to

provide

entrepreneurial

and

other

key

competences for lifelong learning.
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•

•

SKILLS COMPETITIONS: skills competitions in recent years

and national skills brokerage models remains a challenge for

excellence.

employer-driven CoVEs.

SHARING OF RESOURCES: One of the most concrete and

•

SHARING: Sharing presents challenges, for example in terms of

visible ways in which excellence can be transmitted is through

travel and timetabling, with implications for curricula and modes

the sharing of resources, including leadership, teachers,

of study.
•

NETWORK APPROACH: Challenge to shift a fragmented group

ECOSYSTEMS & COLLECTIVE IMPACT: One successful

of organizations into a more coordinated effort that becomes

network can act as the springboard for another (collective

greater than the sum of its parts.
•

impact).
•

COOPERATION: Strengthening linkages with emerging regional

have become benchmarks for promoting and assessing VET

technical expertise, equipment and infrastructures.
•

•

ENGAGEMENT of INVESTORS: Hard to explain to people why

REAL-LIFE LAB: Willingness to test new approaches and scale-

they should invest in what is perceived as ‘yet another process’

up/growth.

when it is not known for certain what the outcome is going to
be.
•

Geographical disconnection VS geographical coverage of the
network: the challenge of a variety of cultures, mind-sets and
working together at distance.

MATRIX 2
In order to gather qualitative inputs and contributions following a bottom-up approach, a poll of VET experts from European Eastern and Balkans countries was
selected and engaged by means of two complementary activities, namely:
1. Participation in the online event “A VET Journey in Europe”, which served as a collective moment for reflection and exchange on the challenges, difficulties
and potential solutions that VET providers might experience when implementing networking activities at all levels (regional, national and European).
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2. Collection of further feedback through an online questionnaire, which could be completed by experts having attended the event to add additional remarks, or
by experts that were unable to attend but still intended to provide their point of view.
The results of these tasks are summarised in the tables below.
Challenges and difficulties
Feedback from online event (in order of importance)

Feedback from online questionnaire (in order of importance)

1. Lack of institutional support

1. Lack of both internal and external (public) economic resources/funding

2. Lack of financial resources

2. Lack of systematic approach and centralised actions

3. Lack of individual skills/language barriers

3. Inhomogeneity of the VET sector

4. Fear of sharing/Cultural differences

4. Low networking capacity of the VET providers (linguistic, administrative, professional,
interpersonal competences)

5. Heterogeneity of systems at national level

5. Lack of international cooperation vision and spirit at managerial level

6. Networking is not considered as a priority

6. Poor awareness /knowledge of networking benefits

Solutions and steps towards enhancing and building vet networking capacity - from online event
•

Lobby EU institution to increase the attention regarding VET in countries that are still not part of the EU to involve them more in VET activities. Brussels-based
communication channels should be created, e.g. by establishing EU committees/working groups involving neighbourhood countries and Balkan countries.

•

Provide national support and recognition in favour of networking at national level; increase the visibility of networking/internationalisation
strategies/projects/benefits.

•

Raise awareness of importance of collaboration and networking in national institutions and duly highlight their benefits.

•

Promote capacity building/training activities not only on networking: professionals (trainers and other staff profiles) that work in the field should also be
trained in language skills and soft skills - international mobility programs could be a way to foster this kind of trainings.
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•

Combine top-down and bottom-up approaches: for example, initiatives to foster networking/internationalisation could be triggered and funded by national
bodies but then the implementation could be completely transferred to VET providers, which could decide the specific focus and goals, the implementation
strategies and monitoring approaches to adopt, etc.

•

Create competitions and challenges where institutions can participate with their trainers or trainees (like the VET Excellence Awards promoted by the EVSW).

•

Organize events where policy makers and experts are invited, in order to present the benefits of networking, raise awareness and get in this way more
institutional support.

•

Promote collaboration opportunities through longer EU-funded projects, so that capacity building can be more effective.

•

Enhance the role of VET Umbrella organisations as catalysts and points of reference to share expertise, practices, training materials.

•

Foster cooperation not only between institutions and VET providers, but also with different education providers, especially higher education institutes, as they
often have a large expertise on internationalisation and networking.

•

Involve the community of stakeholders, students, VET providers with online platforms and tools, so to reach everyone virtually.

Swot analysis – from online questionnaire
HELPFUL
INTERNAL

HARMFUL
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

•

Sharing of common goals

•

Not participating on important issues

•

Existence of a huge stock of knowledge,

•

Low level of transferability

experiences and good practices available for

•

Lack of internal know-how (need to increase peoples’

exploitation and transfer
•

skills in order for them to be able to network)

Personal development and Motivation (e.g. for
language studies)
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•

Knowing the territory and their needs for
professional education, above all in rural areas

•

Increased interest to receive Professional
Education (VET Education)

EXTERNAL

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

•

To be able to do more for everyone in education

•

Lack of national Support

•

New e-platforms give the chance for further e-

•

Covid-19 will still influence negatively the chances for

networking activities

networking the next years

•

Cooperation & Internationalisation

•

NO threats

•

More impact/influence on EU policies

•

Centralization of VET Education System.

•

Fragmentation of VET actors

•

Lack of coordination between national, regional and
local level actors.

MATRIX 3
The matrix below summarises the feedback gathered by means of a short survey from the members of the VET4EU2 network, which are part of the VENHANS project,
representing the major EU Associations in the field of Vocational Education and Training.
HELPFUL
INTERNAL

HARMFUL
STRENGTHS

•

WEAKNESSES

VISION: Members stand for the same ethical and
professional

visions

as

specified

in

the

•

PANDEMIC: Due to the current pandemic, less political
meetings with European stakeholders. This is not a

organization's statutes;
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•

ORGANIZATION: Well organized structure.

•

USEFULNESS:

•

Getting

better,

stronger,

weak point of the organization but is due to the
and

increasing capacity to be more useful for society.

•

TIME-CONSUMING: It takes time

PROJECTS: Enabling scaling up and promotion and

•

LACK OF EXPERIENCE: Lack of Knowledge and

dissemination

of

innovative

measures

experience

and
•

international projects;
•

SHARING: Sharing and learning from others;

•

VISIBILITY: Increased visibility;

•

FOCUS: Focus on a specific subject (VET): even in

LACK OF SCOPE: Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking

•

case of different kind of members, the fact that are

•

current circumstances.

INEFFECTIVE STRUCTURE: Lack of structure of
networking sessions/initiatives

•

LANGUAGES: not all are perfectly fluent in English and

all interested in VET and related topics makes

this might cause misunderstandings. Those who do

networking activities effective and useful.

not speak English are often left behind

VARIETY:

Variety

of

actors

and

countries:

•

ONLINE NETWORKING: in time of travel restrictions,

members are different and come from different

online networking risks to be less effective in terms of

countries

links between people

and

this

make

the

exchange

of
•

knowledge and

VOLUNTARY WORK: We all work voluntary basis, too
often there are delays.

EXTERNAL

OPPORTUNITIES
•

THREATS

OPPORTUNITY: The organization has access to
many countries outside the EU and can therefore

•

LACK OF FUNDING: Less funding for projects due to
possible cuts of EU programs - such as Erasmus +

approach cooperation partners in the fields of
development cooperation programs;
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•
•

RECOGNITION: To be recognised, to become

•

INEFFECTIVE STRUCTURE: Waste of resources due to

sustainable and impactful;

lack of real motivation and structure in networking

ATTRACTIVENESS INCREASE: Increase visibility

opportunities;

and ultimately attractiveness;
•

•

LEARNING

OPPORTUNITIES:

Possibility

of

•

SILOS: working in silos (geographically and sectoral);

•

TIME MANAGEMENT: if not organised in a dynamic

effective and structured learning from successful

and interactive way, networking activities, especially

practices that can be scaled up internationally;

those tacking place online, can be considered as a

COOPERATION ON EU FUNDED PROJECTS: this

waste of time.

seems to be one of the main reasons our members

•

LACK OF STRATEGY: Organisation strategy: some

are willing to participate in networking activities.

organisations do not understand the value of

Therefore, combining networking with capacity

international cooperation. They tend to be focused on

building actions to improve the knowledge of EU

their regional or national context (for political or

funding

technical

internal reasons) and do not invest much in building

competences of project design should be one of

their international reputation. The result is that often

the opportunity to develop.

the person who follows these activities is left alone or

programmes

and

the

not well considered by the colleagues.
•

COVID-19: The pandemic will continue in Europe
longer time than expected.

•

COMPETITION: Other networks can be a threat

Additional remarks
What are the best networking services/opportunities that boost participation from members?
•

EU project participation;
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•

Webinars, training sessions and annual events;

•

Thematic Teams;

•

Brokerage event for project cooperation.

What are the best strategies to foster networking among members?
•

Listening to them and understand their objectives and constraints;

•

Respond as much as possible to their own needs and ideas;

•

Allow them to participate in different activities and internal bodies;

•

Offer them the chance to take part in projects;

•

To be innovative, open and proactive to share your experience;

•

Working groups/thematic teams;

•

Dedicated events to the network (project fairs);

•

Shared platform for communication (where members can express consult each other on the areas they are interested);

•

Linking with the project design and creation of partnerships for project proposals;

•

Personal contact by phone, online or personal contact when it is again possible.
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III.II NETWORKING STRATEGY RATIONALE
III.II.I IDENTIFICATION OF AREAS OF INTERVENTION
Prioritising and selecting key areas of attention paving the way for the organisation of the VENHANS WP2
PLR visits are indeed complex tasks. The diversity of VET systems existing in Europe cannot be summarised
in a list of topics selected to then become the fil-rouge for the visit. Notwithstanding the in-depth analysis
carried out by the VENHANS WP2 team, the complexity and specificity of factors interfering at several levels
in the networking capacity of VET providers requires further elements to be collected – so as to paint the
whole picture.
Therefore, the WP2 team agreed on providing a summary of their key findings by focusing on the areas of
weaknesses highlighted in the previous sections. However, these contributions might become useless if they
are not merged with further data specifically related with the needs and interest of individual VET providers.
This is the reason why the PLR visits need to be customised following a preliminary self-assessment undergone
by the VET centre itself, which is thoroughly explained in the PLR section below.
The complete list of the identified points of weaknesses is summarised as follows:
From framework documents:
•

ISOLATION: CoVEs often exist in isolation without partnerships with other education institutions at
national and international level.

•

COMPLEXITY: The decision to create a CoVE is a rather complex one that needs to take into account
different goals and satisfy a variety of stakeholders. Evolution of a process is difficult to anticipate.

•

SUSTAINABILITY & TIME INVESTMENT: CoVEs are often facing sustainability issues. Collaborative
efforts are time-consuming (how much time it really takes to incubate complex collaborations?)
although it is rather difficult to anticipate what level of effort is required.

•

LANGUAGE: Language is often an additional burden for CoVEs.

•

LACK of COMMITMENT/INTERNAL HINDRANCES: Lack of managerial long-term support,
infrastructures and goals not oriented towards supporting the next steps required to take a nascent
network forward. Another similar issue is represented by the having sceptical thinking and people
with strong belief that are inconsistency with changing the system.

•

FINANCIAL SOURCES: To match the complexity and ambitions of the program, financial and other
resources planned from the beginning within each actor are rarely enough.

According to VET experts:
•

Not participating on important issues

•

Low level of transferability

•

Lack of internal know-how (need to increase peoples’ skills in order for them to be able to
network).

According to VET umbrella organisations:
•

PANDEMIC: Due to the current pandemic, less political meetings with European stakeholders. This
is not a weak point of the organization but is due to the current circumstances.

•

TIME-CONSUMING: It is a long-term process, taking time and resources with a forward-looking

strategic view.
•

LACK OF EXPERIENCE: Lack of Knowledge and experience

•

LACK OF SCOPE: Lack of clarity of the purpose of networking

•

INEFFECTIVE STRUCTURE: Lack of structure of networking sessions/initiatives

•

LANGUAGES: not all are perfectly fluent in English and this might cause misunderstandings. Those
who do not speak English are often left behind

•

ONLINE NETWORKING: in time of travel restrictions, online networking risks to be less effective in
terms of links between people

•

VOLUNTARY WORK: We all work on a voluntary basis, too often there are delays.

Further inputs related with challenges and difficulties faced by VET provider (inputs from VET experts):
•

Lack of institutional support closely connected with lack of a financial resources supporting VET
providers

•

Lack of systematic approach and centralised actions

•

Lack of individual skills and existence of important language barriers (especially for board/managerial
resources)

•

Inhomogeneity of the VET sector and systems, also within national contexts

•

Fear of sharing/Cultural differences

•

Low networking capacity of the VET providers (linguistic, administrative, professional, interpersonal
competences)

•

Lack of international cooperation vision and spirit at managerial level

•

Poor awareness /knowledge of networking benefits thus networking is often not considered a
priority.

Bearing in mind that the PLR visit proposal presents important time and place boundaries and the fact that
the support proposed within the VENHANS project aims to open up to a dialogue with VET providers leading
to a more structured collaboration that goes beyond the project life-cycle, the aforementioned points can be
also read a potential areas of intervention/improvement affecting different levels of action that should/could
be pursued and changed by different actors. The following table seeks to re-organise the contributions
according to this approach thus easily paving the way for the identification of interventions to be potentially
proposed or be the topic of discussion for the PLR visits:
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ACTORS / LEVELS OF
ACTION

VET providers

Public institutions (ie.
Regional Authorities,
Ministries and EU
institutions)

Local/regional level

National level

EU level

Isolation / collaboration challenges
Need for a strong skilful / experienced
team (linguistic, administrative,
professional, interpersonal
competences)
Lack of commitment/internal
hindrances/know-how
Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
Fear of sharing

Isolation / collaboration challenges
Need for a strong skilful / experienced
team (linguistic, administrative,
professional, interpersonal
competences)
Lack of commitment/internal
hindrances/know-how
Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
Fear of sharing

Isolation / collaboration challenges
Need for a strong skilful / experienced
team (linguistic, administrative,
professional, interpersonal
competences)
Lack of commitment/internal
hindrances/know-how
Time-consuming limits
Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
Fear of sharing/Cultural differences
Lack of international cooperation vision
and spirit at managerial level

Provide financial resources and/or
regular sources of funding
Restrictions/slower reform initiatives
due to the current pandemic
Inhomogeneity of the VET sector and
systems
N/A

Provide financial resources and/or
regular sources of funding
Restrictions/slower reform initiatives
due to the current pandemic
Inhomogeneity of the VET sector and
systems
Lack of support for transferability of
functioning practices
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking

Provide financial resources and/or
regular sources of funding
Restrictions/slower reform initiatives
due to the current pandemic

Poor engagement on transversal /
common important issues

Poor engagement on transversal /
common important issues

Poor engagement on transversal /
common important issues

VET Umbrella
organisations

Stakeholders

Lack of support for transferability of
functioning practices
Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Lack of structure of networking
sessions/initiatives
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
Voluntary work-based staff in some
cases

Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Lack of structure of networking
sessions/initiatives
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking

Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Lack of structure of networking
sessions/initiatives
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
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Lack of clarity of the purpose of
networking
Lack of structure of networking
sessions/initiatives
Challenges connected with currently
mostly online networking
Lack of international cooperation vision
and spirit at managerial level

III.III PEER LEARNING REVIEWS
III.III.I KEY CONCEPTS
“Peer learning is a potentially powerful way of sharing knowledge (…). This learning involves individuals

exchanging knowledge and experience with each other, and diffusing this learning back to their
organisations to ensure an impact—at scale—on reform initiatives.13“
Considering the multifaceted issue of networking capacity and how to support VET providers in the process
of being more effective in this crucial activity, the VENHANS team selected the “peer-learning” approach as
being the most suitable one. The manual “A Guide to Peer-to-Peer Learning - How to make peer-to-peer
support and learning effective in the public sector?” has been taken as reference document where key concepts
are thoroughly described and clarified. For the sake of the VENHANS visits that are to be organised, the key
following concepts and suggestions are used:
Peer reviews: A Definition
A process by which a country or an agency assesses its performance against a set of benchmarks with
the assessment often facilitated, and always ultimately reviewed, by a panel of country/agency peer experts.
Peer reviews are a “facilitated peer group engagement” and are generally intended to assist in setting an
agenda for reform, but that does not necessarily refer to improving the knowledge and skills or specific
senior staff through sustained individual level contact – although it might. Thus, peer reviews may or may
not lead to peer learning and skill-building at the individual level. Peer reviews at country level are an
example of “soft modes of governance”, by which policy dialogue is pursued and a general “best practice”
agenda set, without any particular concern to develop individual skills.
A common pattern to unique peer learning experiences
Although it is clear that no peer learning experience will look the same to another one, common stages
involved in the peer learning process have been identified as follows:
1. A pre-foundational engagement where consideration is given to basic questions about peer
engagement
2. A foundational event
3. A period whereby peer engagement is sustained over time (to build trust and sharing)
4. Structured engagements to actually foster relevant learning outcomes in individuals
5. A period whereby learning is diffused from individuals to organisations to foster impact at scale.
Learning tools Devices or techniques used during peer engagements, including:
• Modalities of meeting such as: large group meetings (like annual workshops); small-group meetings
(where only a few peers engage in more close-quarters engagement than an annual conference would
allow); online and virtual engagement mechanisms and telecommunication devices (allowing peers to
connect outside of face-to-face contexts).

13

www.effectiveinstitution.org - A Guide to Peer-to-Peer Learning, by Matt Andrews and Nick Manning (2016)

• Focus areas for discussion such as: externally produced knowledge products (like expert papers on
different budgeting reforms); common assessment products (review templates); expert group reviews
(where external experts analyse reviews); peer-produced knowledge products.
• Shared experiences such as site visits (where different delegations can visit others to learn first-hand
about new ideas).
• Formal training sessions.
With regards to the VENHANS project, peer learning revealed to be a unique tool to support the team in
engaging with VET providers willing to enhance their networking capacity; in particular, it is adaptable to any
specific context (considering that the four visits will take place in four different countries having various VET
systems), it fosters collaboration and exchange of knowledge (having more and less experienced VET staff
dialoguing together) and it represents a means for each VET provider to start developing its internationalisation
strategy with a long-term approach and benefitting from it in terms of improved reputation, increased capacitybuilding and stronger commitment of its resources.
A key element in the organisation of Peer Learning Reviews within the VENHANS project is connected with
the identification of the peers to be actively engaged. Although the support of the VET provider to be visited
is essential to kick off the peer learning and make the process significant, individuals are the ones that should
embrace the cause and commit to it, thus fully exploiting the possibility to talk with other VET peers. Therefore,
peers are to be involved starting from the preliminary matching process, where they could fill in the proposed
surveys, leading to the definition of the core topic of the specific PLR visit.

III.III.II PLR PROGRAMME PROPOSAL
The original plan proposed in the VENHANS application foresaw the organisation of 4 PLR visits in 4 VET
centres facing challenges in the development of their networking capacity and willing to receive tailored
support to boost their wider internationalisation strategy, by identifying key steps for its successful
implementation. Due to the still ongoing pandemic, the organisation of a three-day trip where people from
different countries gather and work together for the sake of VET providers’ empowerment had to be
reconsidered several times along the VENHANS first period. Despite the intention (and hope) to manage and
organise the visits with a fully face-to-face solution, the WP2 coordinator ENAIP NET proposed to the VENHANS
team a blended solution to be adopted during Autumn 2021, taking into account the possibility that travels
across Europe would be much easier and national restrictions would decrease as well.
Therefore, the proposal hereunder is already the result of a re-planning and presents the framework of
action within which the coordinator of the project EVTA will move for the organisation of the four PLR visits
(D2-2 NETWORKING PEER LEARNING REVIEWS). The programme is expected to be customised according to
the specific needs of each VET provider hosting the visit, to make it as much useful and valuable as possible.
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SCOPE OF THE PEER LEARNING REVIEWS
The main scope of the PLR visits is to establish a dialogue between the EVTA board and VET providers of
underrepresented countries that, within the framework of the VENHANS project, would like to start a journey
for the enhancement of their networking capacity, which is strictly connected with their internationalisation
strategy.
The final goal of this activity is to support VET empowerment amongst Europe, providing tools and ways
to design a long-term strategy towards modernisation, and to benefit from a renewed approach applied to the
networking activity carried out at local, national and European level by VET providers.
The output of each visit will symbolically be a one-page Roadmap with areas of action and with a short
reference to potential measures and actions identified with the support of the EVTA board for the improvement
of its performances according to the VET needs and development strategy.
METHODOLOGY
The approach proposed follows the main findings and contributions proposed in the aforementioned “A
Guide to Peer-to-Peer Learning” (2016), adapting each suggestion to the timeframe and ultimate scope of the
PLR visits to take place within the VENHANS project.
Following the validation of the Roadmap by the EVTA board, the list of identified VET providers to be visited
will be confirmed by the board, which is to contact them to set the official calendar of the visits. Once the
interest of the four VET providers is confirmed, the key people involved in the peer learning experience are to
be identified as well, considering their expertise and role within the organisation as well as for the VENHANS
task force to be involved.
The four main phases to be implemented during each visit are described as follows:
1. Preliminary self-assessment phase, whose results and information collected are to determine the
specific content of the PLR visit: the peers from the VET providers are to fill in an online questionnaire
specifically created on the topic of networking, so as to understand the needs of the organisation and
to access the SOLITY Tool for benchmarking14, enabling the VENHANS team to gain further knowledge
about the VET provider situation with inputs on the areas for improvement and interest in which area
to work first. This initial phase closes with the release of the PLR programme proposal designed
together with the VET provider, where learning objectives and working methodologies are clarified
and the “peer team” involved is officially established (composed both by the VENHANS’ team and by
the VET provider’s peers).
2. Online working phase: the key activities to be carried out online answers to the need to establish a
fruitful dialogue amongst peers being the foundation for the following phase. A first kick-off online
event is to be held to present briefly the participants and start working on the top-three areas of
interest emerged in the previous phase. A second moment is to be organised as a Workshop finding
14
The Solity Tool is a platform for benchmarking of VET provider developed within the funded project entitled ”SOLITY - VET Social
Utility Monitor“ (590169-EPP-2017-IT-PI-FORWARD - EACEA-41-2016 call: Support for Policy Reform - E+ KA3 - Sub-Action: Forward
Looking Cooperation Projects.), where ENAIP NET (coordinator) and EVTA (partner) worked for the creation of the tool, which is
available and accessible upon registration by any VET provider here: Solity (solityproject.eu).
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appropriate media/channels to facilitate the collaboration, with the ultimate goal to create a first draft
of the Roadmap to be revised together in person. The moderation of this phase will be shared between
the EVTA board members involved and the VET expert engaged from the country to be visited.
3. Face-to-face phase: the visit will take place shortly after the online meeting, still leaving enough time
VET providers to internally discuss the draft Roadmap developed so far and add further contributions.
This phase will last two days, being a combination of an official institutional visit, presentation of the
VET centre and a dedicated session on the finalisation of the Roadmap, with concrete suggestions in
a brainstorming approach.
4. Follow-up phase: after the revision of Roadmap, VET providers will be able to develop an action plan
leading to the enhancement of its networking action, considering the most urgent/relevant level
(local/regional/national/European) in close collaboration with EVTA, in charge of supporting them and
proposing networking opportunities that meet their needs. The idea is to create a change in the
mindset of the VET providers thanks to the learning occurred amongst peers.
CHARACTERISTICS
Key elements composing the PLR model capitalised by the VENHANS team for the organisation of the visits
of 4 VET centres are:
ü Self-assessment and benchmarking as a starting point to identify the areas for improvement to
become the content of the PLR visit. A two-fold approach is to be pursued: the completion of an online
survey and the compilation of the SOLITY Tool for VET benchmarking.
ü Blended solution having both online and face-to-face activities to be carried out (also due to the
still uncertain conditions due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic).
ü Customised visit for each VET provider, having some common features but considering that no
peer learning toolkit exists, while there is the need to design peer learning visits in terms of content
and knowledge transfer depending on the self-assessment snapshot gained in the preliminary stage.
This is the reason why the main findings of the desktop research and SWOT analysis carried out by
the VENHANS team and summarised in the previous paragraphs are to be used as guidelines for the
quickly identification of main areas of attention. These areas are to be matched with the results of the
self-assessment thus leading to the creation of a tailored proposal for each VET provider.
ü Engagement of VET experts: “peer learning” works only if a real exchange of experiences is
fostered amongst individuals, who are first of all people having experience and people willing to gain
knowledge and to lead a change.
ü Impact-oriented approach: the main output of each visit is the drafting and validation of a onepage Roadmap by each VET provider’s team, where to list main steps to be undertaken to enhance
networking capacity of their organisation and submit it to their managerial board for future
implementation, with long-term support of the EVTA team.
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THE VENHANS TASK FORCE
The VENHANS task force team is to be composed by one member of EVTA board and one VET expert from
a Member State, having a relevant experience on the topic of the visit. It is foreseen also to have the key
involvement of a “facilitator” VET expert from the country visited. The role of FACILITATOR is crucial both in
terms of language barriers that might arise (the possibility to use an interpreter will be considered for each
visit during face-to-face sessions) and in terms of supporting the VET staff in being open to suggestions and
experiences implemented in other countries that can be adapted to the local/national situation. Furthermore,
the engagement of experts having faced similar scenarios as the ones identified during the self-assessment is
a successful factor to facilitate dialogue and empathy necessary for the exchanges and results advocated. As
mentioned in the Manual, “Peers learn most effectively when matched according to shared challenges and
problems”.15
TIMEFRAME & BLENDED SOLUTIONS
The four PLR visits are to take place between October 2021 and January 2022.
Once the four VET provider are identified and confirmed their participation in the activity, the selfassessment is to be proposed, whose results are to be read and analysed by the EVTA board for the definition
of the tailored peer learning programme. The official calendar of each visit is to be developed accordingly.
In the following weeks, the online networking opening the collaboration will be held, then creating a first
draft of a one-page Roadmap that is to be revised within each VET provider engaging all necessary actors and
stakeholders. After this moment (which might take 2/3 weeks), the face-to-face sessions will be organised to
make peer learning more effective as peers are to meet and dialogue about the needs of the VET provider,
while having the chance to visit it.
For the sake of the effective logistic organisation of the PLR visits and the actual engagement of all the
actors involved, the following tips are summarised:
o

Finding the appropriate media for non-face-to-face peer engagement

o

Ensuring peers have the time to engage with peers (the face-to-face sessions are essential)

o

Finding the appropriate venues for face-to-face peer engagement

o

Ensuring peers have the means and the time to engage with peers (to be clarified before the visit and
kept in mind during and after it).

15

See note 13.
VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROADMAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

39

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. “Mapping of Centres of Vocational
Excellence (CoVEs) - Publications Office of the EU.” Home - Publications Office of the EU, Publications Office,
11 Oct. 2019, https://op.europa.eu/s/oZPw.
Erasmus +. GO INTERNATIONAL A Practical Guide on Strategic Internationalisation in Vocational Education
and Training. European Union, 2017, https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/sites/default/files/eaca06-go-international_en.pdf.
ETF, Cedefop. “The Importance of Being Vocational: Challenges and Opportunities for VET in the next
Decade

|

Cedefop.”

Cedefop,

1

July

2020,

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-

resources/publications/4186.
Søgaard, Jørn, and Norbert Wollschläger. “Internationalising Vocational Education and Training in Europe |
Cedefop.” Cedefop, CEDEFOP – European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training, Apr. 2000,
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/5104.
Holger Bienzle et al, Survival Kit. Managing Multilateral Projects in the Lifelong Learning Programme, Vienna
2010.
Eurofound (2016), The concept of representativeness at national, international and European level,
Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg
Gelabert, Esther & Jütte, Wolfgang & Kolyva, Katerina & Meyer, Nick & Tilkin, Guy & Bienzle, Holger. (2007).
The Art of Networking: European Network in Education.
Mitchell, J, Young, S [2003?], Networking and the national training system: core ideas, ANTA, Brisbane.
Oberheidt, S., Beadle, S. and Vale, P., 2015. Feasibility Study For The Creation Of An EU Level Network Of
National Associations Representing Vocational Education And Training (VET) Providers. [online] Brussels:
EUROPEAN COMMISSION Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Innovation.
Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=15482&langId=en
A Guide to Peer-to-Peer Learning, by Matt Andrews and Nick Manning (2016) | How to make peer-to-peer
support and learning effective in the public sector?
Available at: Peer Learning (effectiveinstitutions.org)
VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROAD MAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

40

VENHANS – VET European networking Enhancement
Project no. 609023-EPP-1-2019-1-BE-EPPKA3-VET-NETPAR
NETWORKING ROAD MAP - WORK PACKAGE 2

41

