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The Cinderella of TerTiary 
eduCaTion: PosTseCondary 
VoCaTional eduCaTion  
and Training
While tertiary education is expanding rapidly, how post-secondary vocational education and training 
(PSV) contributes to this expansion is rarely taken into account. PSV is often seen as a second choice, 
less glamorous than privileged universities associated with centuries of elite academic tradition and 
excellence. Post-secondary vocational education and training institutions are not included in the global 
rankings of world-renowned universities which attract the best students and provide access to the most 
prestigious jobs. However, this type of education is here to stay. In many countries post-secondary vocational education and training 
is booming as demonstrated by the number of enrolled students and PSV graduates in high skill jobs. 

May 2012

It is difficult to have a globally-acceptable definition of PSV 
because the range of institutions varies widely as do programme 
features. A current OECD study has therefore adopted a 
pragmatic definition of these programmes: one to four year 
programmes (full-time equivalent), depending on the country, 
that prepare students for direct entry into the labour market 
in a specific profession. These programmes are provided beyond 
upper secondary level (International Standard Classification of 
Education - ISCED 4, 5), through which students may obtain 
recognised qualifications. This does not include programmes 
beyond bachelor degree or the equivalent. 
Post-secondary vocational education and training institutions 
offer PSV programmes regardless of their governance and 
funding structure. They may also provide other education and 
training programmes. For example, community colleges in 

the United States offer a wide range of vocational as well as 
academic programmes, while Swiss professional education and 
training colleges provide specific PSV programmes. 
For employers education is important as it has a direct bearing 
on worker productivity. Two identical workers with different 
educational backgrounds performing identical tasks will produce 
different outputs. Some jobs require high level education and 
training (doctors, lawyers) while there is not much comparative 
advantage of a well educated workforce in other types of jobs 
(cleaners). As a result, the need for more education-intensive 
jobs in response to changes in the economy and labour market 
will increase the demand for high level education. In recent 
decades, employment has risen in high skill occupational groups 
in most OECD countries while at the same time the middle skill 
job sector has contracted. There has also been an increase in low-
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Entry rates to post-secondary education: tertiary-type B programmes (2009)

Source: OECD 2011, table C2.2; http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464448
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skill occupations such as elementary jobs, as well as sales and 
services while the number of workers in clerk positions has been 
steadily falling. Employment in fields such as crafts and plant 
operators has also dropped off. This phenomenon has sometimes 
been described as a ‘hollowing out’ of the labour market.
Stronger links and inter-reliance between countries affects PSV 
systems. The impact of globalisation is evident not only through 
cross-border movements of students and graduates but also 
through more indirect routes such as foreign direct investment 
and international trade. This is not only about the movement 
of people across borders but also increasing cross-border 
movement of goods, services, technology and capital resulting 
in greater international competition. Yet at the same time, for 

companies in national markets, globalisation provides new 
market opportunities in other countries. Companies operating in 
diverse markets therefore require more “globalised” skills and 
competencies. For example, a tax specialist working for clients 
in various countries might be required to understand the relevant 
rules and tax laws of several countries. To ensure that graduates 
completing post-secondary programmes are well prepared for 
increasingly globalised jobs, both local and international aspects 
relevant to the field of study need to be well integrated into study 
programmes. In practical terms, this might require teaching staff 
to keep abreast of recent changes in policy, research findings and 
technological innovations and to update study content to reflect 
recent developments. 

Prior to setting up in another economic market, companies take 
into account available human capital, as well as other factors 
such as transport costs, plant economies of scale and other local 
market characteristics. Countries with a highly skilled workforce 
are less competitive in low skill sectors. PSV can play an 
important role in helping companies promote job creation in high 
skill sectors to prevent the outflow of capital and investment.  
The response of PSV institutions to labour market needs 
depends on the mix of programmes and the skills obtained within 
each programme. PSV should provide the skills and knowledge 
necessary for students to be able to accomplish successfully the 
tasks that the job entails. Students who are trained using out-
dated equipment or who are not up to par on important aspects 
of their specialised field are at a significant disadvantage as they 
finish their studies poorly prepared for the job for which they have 
been supposedly trained. As a result, they have little comparative 

Distribution of foreign students, by type of post-secondary programme (2009)

Source: OECD 2011, table C3.4, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932464524

advantage in specific occupations and employers are more likely 
to hire people with better credentials. For institutions, this might 
lead to fewer enrolments, less public funding and diminished 
confidence in the credentials they provide on the labour market.  
Institutions therefore need to consider both employer needs 
and students’ interest in the set of skills that students develop 
through the programme.
Employers should indicate the skills they require so that PSV 
can adjust their programmes accordingly. To ensure employer 
participation in PSV, many countries have introduced a legal 
obligation for stakeholders and institutions to consult employers 
on various matters including the mix of the education provided. 
To this end, labour market representatives are often included 
on the governing boards of institutions. The willingness of 
employers to provide on-the-job training is a good indicator of 
employer needs.

new oeCd work To boosT enTrePreneurshiP:  
reView of skills for enTrePreneurshiP 
Universities can provide a unique environment for nurturing high growth enterprises, spin-offs and graduate start-ups. A new OECD 
activity has been launched to assist universities, governments at different levels and development agencies to evaluate and improve the 
effectiveness of policies, strategies, structures and practices in university support of entrepreneurship. This would increase start-up, 
survival and growth rates of graduate enterprises and showcase best practices throughout the world.
This review evaluates university entrepreneurship against OECD criteria, together with a policy development workshop to create and 
agree on a local action plan to implement recommendations. It includes: a) a comparative survey of university entrepreneurship strategy 
and practices, b) a detailed assessment of challenges and opportunities, c)

 
tailored recommendations for policy improvements and a 

Policy Action Plan, d) comparison of the quality of local entrepreneurship support with institutions and regions in other countries, and 
e) a set of international learning model programmes.
Individual universities, groupings of universities and other higher education institutions, national and sub-national government authorities 
and economic development agencies are invited to apply to join a new review round that starts in early 2013.  Studies take 9-12 months 
to complete.  
To know more about the benefits, contents, costs and scope of the review,  
please contact  jaana.puukka@oecd.org or jonathan.potter@oecd.org
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i m h e  n e w s

IMHE welcomes the following new members:
>  Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile - Chile 
>  Amity University Uttar Pradesh - India 
>  Ritsumeikan Academy - Japan
>  Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology - 

Kenya
>  University for Applied Sciences Utrecht - Netherlands
>  Abu Dhabi Education Council - United Arab Emirates

The Managing inTernaTionalisaTion iniTiaTiVe

inTernaTional ConferenCe: “enhanCing 
uniVersiTy CoMPeTiTiVeness Through 
eduCaTional faCiliTies”, 
18-20 June 2012 in seoul, korea

The OECD Programme on Institutional Management in Higher 
Education (IMHE) studies how the increasingly global nature of 
higher education is changing the ways in which higher education 
institutions view their role, mission and the way in which they 
work.
As part of this initiative, two conferences were organised. 
The first one focused on the Strategic Management of 
Internationalisation in Higher Education at Lund University in 
association with the Nordic University Association (NUS) and 
the Nordic Association of University Administrators (NUAS). 
The second one, co-organised with the State University of 
New York, examined Internationalisation for Job Creation and 
Economic Growth.
From the conference held in Lund, three main challenges 
were identified: i) cultural understanding; ii) more 
encompassing management strategies; and iii) the need for 
regulatory frameworks. Key recommendations emphasised 
that internationalisation should be included in the debate 
on improving quality assessment in institutions and include 
staff and students in the management groups; HEIs should 
seek government support in the development of international 
strategies; internationalisation strategies and policies should not 
be one-size-fits-all but rather amended to fit the size and type 
of the institution. 
Breaking away from the rhetoric seeking to explain and 
rethink internationalisation, the conference held in New York 
underscored the concrete issues and actions to be taken by 
universities and governments in order to best exploit and deal 
with internationalisation for economic growth. The four main 
conclusions were:
• There is a consensus on the economic value of internationalisation 
but not all participants considered that internationalisation 
might be an economic driver. University leaders still essentially 
recognise the student social and civic engagement without 
enlarging the potential effects of international education.  
• The economic impact of internationalisation draws an 
increasing interest from governments and higher education 
systems (e.g., regional consortia, multi-campus systems, home 
and offshore systems…). Both play a growing role in fostering 
or inhibiting internationalisation, either via regulations or 
incentives.
• Likewise governments and systems also acknowledge that 
the internationalisation of higher education led by universities 

As the demands on higher education increase, student expectations change, and 
universities face ever more global competition, this international conference will consider 
how university facilities need to adapt and provide a quality environment as a workplace 
as well as for teaching, learning, research. The topic will be explored through the lens 
of four themes, ensuring quality facilities, green campuses, the role of public-private 
partnerships and efficient facility management systems.
The event is being co-organised by the OECD’s Centre for Effective Learning 
Environments in co-operation with the Educational Facilities Research and Management 
Center, Korean Educational Development Institute (EDUMAC - KEDI). This will be the 
third conference held by the OECD in the series: Higher Education Spaces and Places: 
for Learning, Innovation and Knowledge Exchange, and follows those held in Helsinki in 
May 2008, and in Riga in December 2009. 
Further information: 
www.oecd.org/edu/facilities/highereducation 
Contact  alastair.blyth@oecd.org (Tel: +33 1 45 24 92 72)

have an impact on their policies, particularly when it comes to 
national security and trade.  Some national authorities have 
subsequently fostered economic ties with foreign governments 
as to control and facilitate the import and export of higher 
education. The individual impact of internationalisation on 
students’ experience is not the main purpose of governmental 
intervention (unlike for universities) but the wider development 
lever that internationalisation can spur on. 
• Therefore, discussions on internationalisation should include 
governments, systems and the institutions.

SUNY, along with its 64 campuses, is developing the concept 
of “systemness” as a driver to respond consistently to current 
challenges in the US and the results of the severe economic 
downturn in the industrial areas of New York State. Nancy 
Zimpher, Chancellor of SUNY, defined the systemness to mean 
“the coordination of multiple components that, when working 
together, create a network of activity that is more powerful than 
any action of individual parts on their own.”

IMHE has held online focus groups to further explore aspects of 
the internationalisation of higher education. The findings of these 
sessions will be compiled into a report which will also contain 
tools for strategic management and institutional practice as 
well as useful resources. The results of the 2 conferences and 
the report should be presented at a session at the IMHE 2012 
General Conference on Attaining and Sustaining Mass Higher 
Education, Paris, France, 17-19 September 2012. 
www.oecd.org/edu/imhe/generalconference
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17-19 Sept. 2012  IMHE General Conference: Attaining and 
Sustaining Mass Higher Education, Paris, 
France

 www.oecd.org/edu/imhe/generalconference
Join around 500 higher education policy-makers, institutional 
leaders and academic experts active in higher education at the 
biennial General Conference.
• Listen to thought leaders and hear how the world is changing 
and what to do about it 
 • Network, swap notes, make new connections, share experience 
and challenges with others and pick up fresh ideas 
 • Ask an OECD expert to explain their work 

14-15 March 2013  Conference to present the results of the 
feasibility study for an international 
Assessment of Higher Education 
Learning Outcomes (AHELO), 
Utrecht, Netherlands 

 Contact:  ahelo@oecd.org

OTHER MEETINGS OF INTEREST

10-12 June 2012  ACA Annual Conference: Trying it all 
together. Internationalisation, excellence, 
funding and the social dimension of higher 
education.

 www.aca-secretariat.be

29 August - 16th Annual Conference of IEASA 
1 September 2012 www.ieasa2012.cmc-uct.co.za 

11-14 Sept. 2012  24th Annual EAIE Conference, Dublin, 
Ireland 

 www.eaie.org/Dublin/

13-16 Nov. 2012  14th IAU General Conference, San Juan, 
Puerto Rico

 www.iau-aiu.net/

 Address change? Please inform IMHE.

If you received a paper version of this newsletter 
and wish to continue receiving this newsletter, 
please send your e-mail address to imhe@oecd.org. 

IMHE-Info is published in English and French by 
the OECD Programme on Institutional 
Management in Higher Education (IMHE). 
Excerpts from this newsletter may be reproduced 
with full reference. Please send inquiries, 
comments and items to be considered for 
publication to:

Valérie Lafon, Editor IMHE Programme, OECD
2, rue André-Pascal
75775 Paris Cedex 16
France
Tel: (33) 1 45 24 92 24 or (33) 1 45 24 75 84
Fax: (33) 1 44 30 61 76
imhe@oecd.org
www.oecd.org/edu/imhe
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 U P C O m i n G  e V e n T s
 Find all our meetings on 

www.oecd.org/edu/imhemeetings

Higher Education in Regional and City 
Development: The Free State, South Africa 2012
OECD Publishing, ISBN: 9789264169142
The third largest of South Africa’s nine provinces, the 
Free State suffers from unemployment, poverty and 
low skills. Only one-third of its working age adults are 

employed. 150 000 unemployed youth are outside of training and 
education. Centrally located and landlocked, the Free State lacks 
obvious regional assets and features a declining economy. 
How can the Free State develop a more inclusive labour market and 
education system? How can it address the long-term challenges of 
poverty, inequity and poor health? How can it turn the potential of 
its universities and FET-colleges into an active asset for regional 
development?

Literacy, Numeracy and Problem Solving in 
Technology-Rich 
OECD Publishing, ISBN: 9789264128804
This book provides an overview of the skills that are 
assessed in the OECD Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). 

Implemented by 25 countries in Europe, the Americas and Asia, 
PIAAC is compiling one of the richest sources of data regarding the 
skills that adults use in their work, home and communities and related 
information, including family background, education, employment, 
income, civic participation and health. The skills that are assessed in 
PIAAC and presented in this book (literacy, numeracy and problem 
solving in technology-rich environments) represent cross-cutting 
cognitive skills that provide a foundation for effective and successful 
participation in the social and economic life of advanced economies.

Economic Policy Reforms 2012. Going for Growth 
OECD Publishing, ISBN: 9789264168251 
Going for Growth is the OECD’s annual report 
highlighting developments in structural policies 
in OECD countries. It identifi es structural reform 
priorities to boost real income for each OECD country 
and key emerging economies (Brazil, China, India, 

Indonesia, Russia and South Africa). The Going for Growth analysis 
also regularly takes stock of reform implementation in all the 
countries covered.
This report provides internationally comparable indicators that enable 
countries to assess their economic performance and structural policies 
in a wide range of areas. Each issue also has several thematic studies.
 

Gouverner les Universités
Presses polytechniques et universitaires romandes, 
2012
ISBN: 978-2-88074-931-6
nowadays, the cooperative coordination between 
universities constitutes one of the main challenges 
faced by higher education institution managers in 

Europe. Within such competitive contexts, why do universities 
cooperate? How are cooperative activities established and taken 
advantage off by the different participant parties, whether political, 
institutional or scientifi c? How a university’s autonomy is affected? 
How are they attained and what are their results? This book analyses 
the development of academic institutions and scientifi c disciplines like 
biology, physics, social sciences and so forth, in cooperative contexts. 
It specifi cally explains the ways in which scientifi c agents participate 
in the making of university politics within different historic, politic 
and economic contexts.


