
 

 
 

 

HIGHER QUALITY VET – BETTER CHANCES FOR YOUNG PEOPL E 

CHALLENGES AND POLICY RESPONSES IN THE ARAB MEDITER RANEAN COUNTRIES (AMC) 1 
ETF, Elizabeth Watters 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1. The plight of young people  struggling to gain access to contracting labour markets  has given governments 
everywhere the ‘wake-up call’ to improve the quality of their vocational education and training (VET) 2 systems and 
provision to respond to changing needs. Nowhere is this more evident than in the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean (SEMED) countries with their high shares of 15-24 year-olds and exceptionally low employment 
prospects for young women.  

 

2. Economic regeneration and labour market adjustment place immediate strain on the quality and relevance of 
VET. In SEMED countries, economic and social trends have favoured higher education at the expense of VET 
and its strategic and/or qualitative development has been stunted, due to its low political priority. VET is often a 
‘second-chance’ or second choice option for those who cannot access a decent job or higher education due to low 
educational attainment3 and VET is expected to respond to the failure of general  education as well as labour 
market demands . SEMED countries are developing reform strategies that aim to tackle both these, often 
clashing, functions by enhancing VET quality. This is by no means simple and there are no quick remedies. 

 

3. VET systems of excellence , based on sound policies with built-in quality assurance measures and proficient, 
well-resourced provider institutions, are best placed to confront the test outlined above. The policy challenges 
facing SEMED  countries in pursuit of VET excellence can be summarised as: how to approach VET quality in a 
policy  perspective and ensure quality is embedded holistically in all phases of the policy cycle; which 
stakeholders  need to be involved in VET quality improvement and how; what data  are needed for evidence–
based policy and how to get and use them and how to develop a VET quality culture that goes beyond quality 
control. The paper reflects on these challenges and considers some solutions, including the potential of European 
policy as a resource to support reform.  

 

VET QUALITY IN A POLICY PERSPECTIVE 

 

4. VET systems are defined and organised according to different social, economic and political traditions and 
realities, which influence their purpose, functions, status and scope. Traditionally, VET prepared individuals for 
well defined technical, manual or ‘craft’ occupations with provision closely linked to the labour market. Changes in 
societies and economies have resulted in widening the purposes initial VET systems serve:   
                                                      

1 This analysis in this paper includes 8 Arab Mediterranean Countries (AMC), namely Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, Palestine and Tunisia.  

2 In this paper, given the focus on young people, VET refers to initial VET provision as part of the national education and training system. 
3 SEMED countries participating in international tests (e.g. PISA and TIMSS), for the most part, are ranked medium to low. Children in these 
countries with poor grades, who are in a position to progress beyond lower second-level schooling, tend to be tracked into VET. 



 

 
 

 

• To prepare individuals (1) for certain occupational activities for immediate employment/self-employment, 
(2) for sustainable employment, (3) for further/higher (vocationally orientated) education and training, (4) 
for entry into regular VET by compensating for the failures of the general education system (pre-
vocational);  

• To meet the skills needs of companies and for economic development that are of ever-increasing 
diversity and complexity and subject to rapid and profound change; 

• To integrate the young generation into civil society. 
These purposes result in VET performing broadened functions of selection, allocation and status distribution, 
socialization, qualification, learning-capability enhancement, employability (short-, medium-, long-term) and labour 
market substitution as well as skills/qualifications anticipation and supply/demand matching. VET policy must 
make explicit, cater for and maintain the balance between diverse purposes and functions through the provision of 
frameworks and measures (including information and guidance mechanisms). Any judgement on the quality of 
VET is referring to the performance of a system accor ding to its purposes and functions.  VET quality also 
depends on the quality of the outcomes of the gener al education system and often has to compensate for 
the deficits stemming from there. Ideally, this should not be the case. 
 

5. VET quality can be measured according to how well the goals pertaining to purpose and function are achieved. 
There is no global, absolute, objective measure for  quality  rather it is something agreed upon by 
‘communities’ , whether they be scientific communities or communities of practice that design and plan (policy), 
manage and ‘do’ VET at system or provider levels. How quality is perceived by VET ‘communities’ directly relates 
to the purposes and functions they cater for, in their respective contexts. At micro level, quality is ‘in the eye of the 
beholder’ and VET quality can be perceived differently by each individual, her/his family, peers; teachers/trainers 
and employers. Likewise at macro level VET quality may be assessed differently within and across society and the 
labour market. With regard to quality standards, VET policy making needs to take account of the value 
judgements of different ‘communities’ of persons who influence, steer, interface with, provide and benefit from 
VET.  
 

6. VET quality development strategy must be made explicit in policy design,  when setting out aims, goals, 
objectives and targets, and comprise, inter alia:  

• astute stocktaking of the status quo of the VET system and its positioning in the overall education system 
based on reliable evidence that demonstrates the efficacy of VET system performance and what needs 
to be improved, why and how;  

• a vision for VET development, with goals and achievable targets;  
• a responsive legislative/regulatory apparatus that establishes practicable support frameworks, workable 

strategies and road-maps for governing, managing and implementing change, with built-in assessment 
and review, including the generation and quality processing of reliable data and feedback loops for 
further improvement; 

• apt accommodation of all stakeholders and recognition of their roles and responsibilities. 
Heterogeneous systems, in particular, need overt policy to ensure coherence of quality standards. 

 

7. The more radical the reform needed to improve VET quality, the greater the need for binding regulation  (e.g. 
law, decree, regulation) to steer the implementation of reforms. Such reforms may include fundamental changes 
to VET governance; authorities; financing; management; qualifications and their assessment; personnel and 
providers. As VET systems become more diversified, and with the trend to devolve authority, establishing new 
structures and processes for accreditation, evaluation and review may be necessary. Accreditation regulation 
may be focused on either or both qualifications (register, framework), providers and programmes. Legislation 
coherence is crucial. The quality test of regulation lies in its ease of implementation ; building-in ‘doability’ 
depends on relevant stakeholder involvement in policy design and planning. Legislation and ‘soft’ law can provide 
the framework within which quality culture can develop. 

 



 

 
 

 

8. Quality assurance is not simply about quality control. Effective quality assurance  encompasses quality 
management, quality measurement and assessment and quality improvement  based on the understanding 
of a quality cycle  (plan, do, monitor, assess and review). Quality assurance is concerned with ensuring that: 
qualifications’ development is based on reliable evidence with regard to job profiles and demand (safeguarding 
learners in the event of economy changes) and appropriate pedagogical paradigms; structures and mechanisms 
that facilitate social partners’ engagement in their development, delivery and recognition are in place; standards 
(occupational, educational, assessment) are robust and inform curricula and programmes’ development and 
review; teacher qualifications and continuing professional development are fitting; learning contexts and didactics 
are appropriate; the framework for qualifications that facilitates learner progression is apt; resources (finance, 
buildings, equipment,) are provided and mechanisms to measure quality improvement and contribute to quality 
development, are in place. 
In all quality processes, standards are of central importance . Achieving consistent application of standards 
relies on one hand, on regulation and binding guidelines (who must do what, with whom, how, by whom, and 
when) and on the other, trust in the competence and experience of the actors involved and their autonomy. The 
degree of regulation and autonomy varies from system to system4 and in relation to processes of qualifications 
(development, delivery, certification,). Coherent VET quality assurance mechanisms extend from individual-level 
(self-assessment) through the organizational-level (internal assessment and its objective/external verification) to 
societal level (evaluation of institutions, programmes, reforms).  
 
SEMED countries have introduced legislation and/or established institutions and measures for VET quality 
assurance, which is aimed at providers, rather than the VET system, and over reliant on accreditation procedures 
that tend to prioritise concrete inputs (e.g. square metre per student). However, the experience gained by VET 
quality assurance bodies can be upgraded and their quality measures enhanced, possibly through collaboration 
with similar bodies set up for higher education and international peer review,. Institutions with a quality mandate 
could lead national reflection exercises to develop strategies for improved, systemic and holistic VET quality 
assurance. 

 

In Egypt, the National Quality Assurance and Accreditation Agency has the mandate to ensure the quality and 
efficient performance of education institutions, including vocational schools, and their programmes. In Jordan, 
the Centre for Accreditation and Quality Assurance accredits VET institutions, conducts vocational tests for 
licences to practice, co-ordinates national sector teams and develops guidelines for occupational tests. In 
Lebanon, the national public exam, prepared by the Exams’ Committee and taken in certified and regulated 
assessment centres, is an important quality assurance mechanism. In Libya, the Centre for Quality Assurance 
and Standards, under the aegis of the Ministry of Labour, has developed guidance for designing occupational 
standards as a quality assurance measure. In Morocco, the National Charter for Education and Training 
requires regular evaluation of providers. The Ministry of Employment and Vocational Training accredits private 
VET providers and their programmes. In the public sector, institutional quality management and self-
assessment is the focus of VET quality assurance.  In Tunisia, the VET Quality Framework (Referentiel 
National de la Qualité de la Formation Professional) includes school self-assessment. Since 2010, inspectors 
have the task of reviewing teacher competence in didactics and assessment and school compliance with 
quality standards.  

 
9. Quality assurance measures must be embedded in VET policy for the qualitative development of both the 
system and provision, public and private. VET quality assurance needs to be comprehensive with policy/measures 
that relate to inputs, monitoring processes, data evaluation and review. Capacity-building measures are needed to 
ensure that VET personnel at all levels manage quality assurance competently. The results of evaluation must be 
acted upon, by giving constructive feedback and applying rewards or sanctions.  

 

                                                      

4 Three models of VET quality assurance can be identified: prescriptive, co-operative, self-regulated with roles and responsibilities solely 
assigned to government ministries/authorities or regulatory bodies or ‘providers’ or shared to varying degrees across multiple stakeholders. 



 

 
 

 

STAKEHOLDERS’ ENGAGEMENT  

 

10. The country specific purpose, functions and scope of VET influence who should be involved, and how, in VET 
policy development for quality improvement. Diversity of VET purpose and function can result in a system, even 
one that is small in scope, comprising multifarious communities of stakeholders. Stakeholder collaboration 
within and across the public sector  is a pre-requisite for quality VET and without the active involvement of 
partners from the worlds of work, civil society and research, VET cannot fulfil its functions or attain its goals and its 
relevance for young people is jeopardised. VET communities include stakeholders in: public sector authorities and 
intermediary agencies, employers’, employees and civil society representative bodies; general and higher 
education institutions; VET schools, centres and companies. Different stakeholders make value judgements 
related to the dominant standards (occupational, educational, societal,) for measuring VET quality and these need 
to be reconciled in policy. Vulnerable young people are over-represented in VET systems in SEMED countries but 
their needs are under-represented. Responding to their special needs requires the engagement of stakeholders in 
policy planning, such as authorities/agencies responsible for: health, social welfare, psychological services, 
guidance, and minority-groups. Involving objective, multi-disciplinary research communities in the provision of 
evidence to underpin VET policy planning, safeguards its robustness, trustworthiness and equity.  

 

11. Economic actors  are under-represented in VET policy-making in SEMED countries and as a result in VET 
provision with serious consequences for quality. Involving economic actors as partners can enhance the quality of 
VET by:  

• Improving the labour market relevance of processes for VET quality assurance, even though 
‘cultural’ understandings of quality and quality assurance can differ:  

• Heightening awareness amongst ‘educators’ of the needs of the labour market and the need to base 
VET on robust occupational as well as educational standards;  

• Increasing awareness of educators of the benefits of the learning outcomes approach in enabling 
learners to demonstrate what they know and can do, to employers; 

• Raising the awareness of economic actors of the need to incorporate broader educational goals in 
VET to enhance generic competences needed in workplaces and lay the foundations for lifelong 
learning, needed for business competitiveness, innovation; 

• Transferring quicker, information on changing work practices and/or technology;  
• Providing access to workplaces to give learners (and teachers) on-the-job experience; 
• Contributing to improved career guidance information and services; 
• Making schools more attractive as a result of links with companies and a better fit between VET and 

labour market needs leading to better job offers. 
The extent to which employers and social partners are engaged in VET reform depends on the prevalence of 
corporate social responsibility, with reference to VET, the proximity of the VET system, or parts thereof, to the 
labour market, the willingness of government to share policy-making, the efficacy of partnership policies and 
mechanisms and the collaboration capacities of all.  

In SEMED countries, efforts have been made to support public private partnership at national and local levels; 
these need to be given support to build capacities and sustain collaboration. 

 

In Algeria, the Government organises national and regional level consultation conferences that include the 
participation of social partners. The broad mandate of the VET-partnership Council (Le Conseil de partenariat 
de la formation et de l'enseignement professionnels) includes responsibility for the labour market relevance of 
VET standards and programmes and research. In Morocco, enterprise-led, inter-professional, advisory groups 
(Groupements Inter-professionnels d’Aide au Conseil- GIAC) have been set up for the main sectors. The GIAC 
support enterprises in identifying their skills needs and planning VET responses. In Palestine, Local 
Employment and TVET Councils (LET) include stakeholders from: central and municipal government 



 

 
 

 

authorities, social partners’ unions/associations, Chambers, provider institutions and local development 
agencies. LET Councils initiate, support and monitor VET for increased labour market relevance and support 
public and private partnerships in a wide range of sectors.  

 

12. All relevant stakeholders  need to be involved in VET quality development at macro, micro and meso 
levels , albeit to varying degrees and with different roles and sets of responsibilities . In SEMED countries, VET 
is mostly part of the public education and training system and quite centralised. Deficits in the allocation of roles 
and responsibilities to secondary partners from industry, civil society and VET provision (NGOs as relevant) and 
poor collaboration at horizontal level, need to be addressed. At system (macro) level, government and public 
authorities/agencies take the lead in VET policy development. To improve VET quality, attention must be given to 
improving policy coherence with more ‘joined-up’ vision and strategy formation undertaken by different ministries 
and their respective agencies in unison. To maintain the integrity of the system and national qualifications’ 
standards, vertical collaboration with government/public authorities/agencies is vital. At the institutional (meso) 
level, providers, including companies, lead in quality development with responsibilities mainly allocated to 
management in close co-operation with teachers/trainers. Partnerships between schools and industry 
partners/companies, other education institutions and civil society, at the horizontal level, need to be strengthened. 
At the micro level of teaching and learning, teachers/trainers take the lead role in quality development, in close 
collaboration with their managers and, of course, learners. In order to ensure the quality of learning outcomes 
teachers and trainers need to collaborate within and across schools and companies. Vertical collaboration must 
be strong and mutually supportive.  

 

EVIDENCE–BASED POLICY  

 

13. Research  plays an important role in ensuring the quality and relevance of VET related policy and legislation. 
Multi-disciplinary scientific research can support policy-makers’ responsiveness to the functions and goals of VET 
and diverse beneficiaries’ needs. Social and educational research findings inform policies related to VET impact 
and need for improvement, addressing matters such as: cost, benefits and returns of participation in VET; 
learners’ and employers’ satisfaction with VET; successful policies and processes for VET quality development, 
management and assurance and effective VET pedagogy. Labour market research and skills forecasting  
inform the development of VET profiles, standards and curricula that aim to ensure quality learning outcomes and 
thereby safeguard graduates’ immediate and future employment chances. Tracer studies provide indications of 
VET relevance for employees and their employers.  

 

SEMED countries are stepping up efforts to improve their evidence base in support of better quality VET. 
However, there is still an acute shortage of accurate and reliable labour market information. Research institutes 
could benefit from engaging in trans-national comparative research and peer review exercises that include experts 
from internationally esteemed research institutes.  

 
The Centre for Studies and Research on Professions and Qualifications (CERPEQ) in Algeria is charged with 
the monitoring and evaluation of the VET system, including the assessment of its labour market impact. The 
destination of VET graduates is surveyed after one year and five years and analysed according to criteria that 
include: gender, level of qualification achieved and economic sector. Other statistical instruments employed by 
CERPEQ address: the financial management of training organizations; recruitment practices affecting 
graduates; monitoring and evaluation of the results and impact of training, and information on training for 
teachers and trainers. In Morocco, the National Evaluation Committee (l’Instance nationale d’évaluation du 
Conseil supérieur de l’enseignement) has a similar mandate to that of CERPEQ, including support for scientific 
research, such as the 2011 study, ‘Youth Employability: Ways and Means’.  



 

 
 

 

 

14. Quality assurance mechanisms can generate important data for VET policy development. Policy decisions are 
needed regarding the formulation of qualitative and quantitative indicators , and the provision of the structures 
and resources (human, technological, financial) for related data collection and analyses (including scientific and 
ethical considerations). Countries make use of different indicators: context, input, output and outcome. Indicators 
may be used for formative and summative evaluation, for monitoring progress and reviewing policy. The most 
common indicators include:  

• high inclusion rate, dependent on good guidance, tailored relevant programmes and provision and 
prospects inc. available jobs (this indicator is related to teachers’ qualifications and professional 
development and good teaching);  

• low drop out, dependent on teachers’ qualifications and professional development and good teaching 
(this indicator is related to good guidance and tailored relevant programmes);  

• high employment/low unemployment (short, medium, long-term), dependent on reliable skills needs 
forecast, up-to-date qualifications standards and stakeholders/employers involvement in standards’ 
development, provision and examination (related to good guidance, tailored relevant programmes, good 
teaching);  

• high utilization of acquired knowledge, skills and competence (to the satisfaction of employers and the 
employees). 

The methods and tools employed in data collection, analysis and usage must be of high quality to ensure the 
excellence and relevance of the evidence used to underpin VET policy developments. 

 

DEVELOPING A VET QUALITY CULTURE ‘BEYOND MEASUREMENT’  

 

15. Achieving higher quality VET implies making improvements, which entails culture change; this requires mind-
set modification, vision, leadership and time. The quality culture of a community reflects the collective beliefs, 
values and expectations of its members towards quality and the processes applied within the community to define, 
to measure, evaluate and enhance quality. VET systems comprise ‘constellations’ of competent stakeholders; 
improving quality culture in one constellation is dependent on, or results in, change in others; this infers ‘inter-
culture’ co-operation, which requires strategic vision, planning and competent ‘change agents’. 

 

16. The efficacy of VET quality assurance regulations, standards, procedures and processes are entirely 
dependent on human/social factors. The competence of staff in VET schools, training centres and/or training 
companies  is of central importance to achieving VET quality and therefore a key policy area. Competence 
requirements for staff in VET systems are changing rapidly in response to external factors and institutional 
adjustments requiring changes in: organization and management (related to autonomy and accountability); 
teaching and assessment (due to new learning paradigms, curricula, media); co-operation and collaboration 
(expectations for enhanced co-operation across schools, companies, communities) and relationships with learners 
(varied profiles, needs and expectations). Competence development is fostered in pre-service education, training 
and work experience and enhanced through in-service formal continuing professional development and non-
formal and informal processes ‘on-the-job’.  

 

In SEMED countries, VET personnel tend to lack parity of esteem with peers in other education/training sectors, 
qualifications’ requirements can be inconsistent, professional development is given low priority, career progression 
is limited, conditions, including pay, are poor, opportunities for networking and peer learning are minimal and there 
is little exposure to other systems to facilitate peer review. Unless these critical issues are addressed, motivation 
and capacity to develop quality cultures are severely inhibited. SEMED countries are taking measures to improve 
the capacities of their VET personnel and these efforts need to be supported and strengthened. Transnational 



 

 
 

 

study visits and teacher exchanges can be highly beneficial for professional development and benchmarking 
institutional quality standards. 

 

In Egypt, the Teachers’ Cadre and the Professional Academy for Teachers contribute to the enhancement of 
teachers’ professionalism in pre-university education. Linking incentives, salaries and promotions to 
performance and standards, as well as providing a professional framework for the development of teachers are 
the core components of initiatives to improve the quality of teachers’ performance. The Teachers’ Association 
of Jordan was set up after parliament passed a law (2011) allowing the formation of the country's first 
teachers' union. Better salaries, working conditions and professional development are expected to improve the 
status and image of VET as well as its quality. In Palestine, a wide-scale training programme was 
implemented to introduce new teaching methodologies for teachers (2011-2012). A teacher-educator 
component was included for sustainability. In-service teacher development based on peer mentoring, offers a 
cost-effective approach. A new human resources development unit will help to identify training demand for VET 
personnel. In Tunisia, The National Centre for VET Teacher Development (CENAFFIF) offers educationally 
and technically orientated, pre- and in-service, short and long training provision. CENAFFIF applies 
competence-based approaches and tailors programmes to individual needs, based on skills’ assessments. 
CENAFFIF works with sector-based federations and combines teacher training with VET curriculum 
development.  

 

 

 

THE EU APPROACH TO VET QUALITY ASSURANCE 

 

17. EU policy aimed at improving VET quality assurance has become more concerted and focused in the context 
of the EU Copenhagen Process and supported by the EQAVET network and the European Framework for VET 
Quality Assurance5. This quality assurance framework encourages an iterative learning process ideally suited to 
reinforcing a quality culture. It comprises a quality assurance and improvement cycle, is supported by common 
quality criteria, indicative descriptors and indicators6, neither replaces, defines nor prescribes a particular 
approach and facilitates trans-national co-operation (peer learning and peer review). Despite the significant 
diversity and complexity of quality assurance processes and frameworks across the EU, stakeholders increasingly 
share a collective meaning of ‘quality’ and use a common language  to describe and compare their quality 
assurance measures and demonstrate improvements. Enhanced transparency facilitates deeper trust in the 
quality of VET systems, provision, qualifications and skills. An important outcome of EU co-operation has been the 
need to ‘unpack’ VET quality assurance to make multiple measur es/mechanisms visible ; many of which can 
be so deeply embedded in practice that they are taken for granted. This unpacking exercise is crucial for 
understanding the pervasiveness of quality assurance in VET, identifying weak links in the quality chain, raising 
standards and facilitating exchange  of good practice and benchmarking . 

 

                                                      

5 Guidelines and tools are available on the EQAVET website. 

6 Indicators: Relevance of quality assurance systems for providers, Investment in training of teachers & trainers; 
Participation rate in programmes; Completion rate in programmes; Placement rate in programmes; Utilisation of 
acquired skills at the workplace; Unemployment rate; Prevalence of vulnerable groups; Mechanisms to identify 
training needs in the labour market;  Schemes to promote better access toVET.  



 

 
 

 

18. Research undertaken by EQAVET7 indicates that in the EU the common actions for the effective 
implementation of a VET quality assurance strategy are: key institutions (notably the relevant ministries) drive the 
development process; a negotiated and agreed strategy and/or policy document is published; national-level quality 
standards for VET providers are established; the main stakeholders are engaged and assume ownership as 
relevant and appropriate; measures to evaluate and review are in place and results are made public.  

 

19. For SEMED countries, the EQAVET Framework offers a versatile model with interna tional currency  that 
can help to inform policy and practice for VET quality improvement. It can serve as an inspiration for a similar 
initiative and a catalyst for reform or it can be adapted and used to create alternate plans. The EQAVET network 
is a valuable learning resource. EU policy underpins ETF initiatives, such as the Torino Process and Governance 
for Employability in the Mediterranean (GEMM)8, which includes the aim to improve multi-level governance for 
VET quality assurance. 

 
20. To conclude, the following issues are considered of key importance for improving VET quality:  

• Base VET quality improvement policy on reliable evidence, with regard to judgements on the 
performance of VET in relation to its purpose and functions; 

• Engage aptly stakeholders from the worlds of work, civil society, other education sectors, information and 
guidance services and research, as partners in VET quality improvement, at the different levels and with 
an appropriate balance between regulation and autonomy;  

• Nurture VET quality cultures and build capacities for quality improvement at all levels (policy, system, 
provision). Teachers/trainers and their managers require special attention; 

• Consider VET quality assurance in terms of assessment, management and improvement. Make it explicit 
in policy design and address the system and provision context, inputs, processes, outputs and outcomes; 

• Be open to international co-operation to gain exposure to new and successful practice that can help to 
enhance the quality culture and speed up reform for VET quality improvement. 

 
QUESTIONS FOR DEBATE 

 
1. What are VET quality improvement priorities in the countries of the region, and what progress is being 

made to implement the policy measures? 
2. Is the current policy framework/legislation adequate, with active participation of stakeholders? How could 

VET quality policies be more effective ?  
3. How can regional and/or EU and ETF cooperation contribute to effective policy and consolidate the 

culture of change in the region  
 

 

 

                                                      

7 The 2013 EQAVET progress report  

8 http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/GEMM 



 

 
 

 

 


