
I N C L U S I O N 5 3B W P  S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N

Routes to inclusive vocational education and training

URSULA BYLINSKI
Dr., Research associate in the “Quality, 
Sustainability and Permeability” Division  
at BIBB

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was rat-

ified by Germany in 2009, has focused attention on the topic of inclusion 

both in educational policy and academic research terms. The aim of inclusion 

is to secure the societal participation of everyone regardless of individual 

disposition. This article examines the background to the concept of inclusion 

and presents implications for vocational education and training. Taking risks 

of exclusion as its starting point, it goes on to outline possible approaches 

towards the development of inclusion strategies at various action levels.

Education and work as a basis for societal  
participation

Article 24 of the UN Convention includes the rights of per-
sons with disabilities to education and the assurance of ac-
cess to vocational education and training on the basis of 
equal opportunity. In order to realise this, the States Par-
ties seek to “ensure an inclusive education system at all 
levels” (Paragraph 1). The right to work and employment of 
persons with disabilities is enshrined in Article 27. One of 
the principles of the Convention is to remove the negative 
view of disability and individual attribution of deficit and 
instead to focus attention on contextual factors which hin-
der or prevent people’s equal participation.

From heterogeneity to diversity – difference as  
a benefit and as a resource

The programme of the German UNESCO Commission 
(2009) formulates “Education for All” as a universal objec-
tive: All young people and adults should receive learning 
opportunities and the same chances to access high-quality 
education. This involves aligning the educational system 
to the learning requirements of learners rather than inte-
grating learners into an existing system. This means that 
adaptations to structure and content are necessary across 
all educational areas, including in vocational education 
and training.
Beginning with the assumption that learning in hetero-
geneous groups is viewed as the basis for inclusive devel-
opment, the perspective is being expanded to recognise 
difference, to identify such difference as a benefit and to 
perceive it is a resource for individual and reciprocal learn-
ing (cf. Sonntag/Veber 2014, p. 288).

Inclusion as expanded integration – a firm  
foundation in regulatory structures

Whereas integration was based on the “principle of nor-
malisation” (Frühauf 2012, p. 16) and has thus led to 
the emergence of a multitude of special needs education 
concepts and learning venues, the intention of inclusion is 
to move beyond special measures to provide a firm foun-
dation and security within social regulatory structures (cf. 
ibid. p. 21). Hinz (2012, p. 33) characterises inclusion as 
“turning against dichotomous ideas, each of which con-
structs two categories: Germans and foreigners, men and 
women, disabled and non-disabled, rich and poor etc.” As 
a consequence, inclusion takes individuals themselves as 
the starting point of pedagogical intervention, not the be-
longing to one particular group or a certain characteristic.
Whereas inclusion is emphasised as a new key concept in 
disability policy, integration remains the main guiding 
concept in the field of migration (cf. Wansing/Westphal 
2014, p. 18). This indicates a fear that the concept of inclu-
sion could lead to the “dilution” of specific problem areas.
For this reason, a major challenge for the design of voca-
tional education and training processes consists in devel-
oping educational structures and provision that open up 
the same opportunities to everyone whilst securing the 
necessary specific individual support and assistance.

Vocational education and training of disabled 
and disadvantaged young people

The foundations of vocational education and training are 
the Vocational Training Act (BBiG) and the Crafts and 
Trades Regulation Code (HwO). The stipulated objective is 
the acquisition of employability skills.
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Statutory vocational education and training  
provisions for “special groups of persons”

The vocational education and training of disabled persons is 
enshrined within the BBiG (§§ 64 – 67) and the HwO (§§ 
42k–n). It is also included in German Social Security Code 
III (Participation in working life, § 112 SGB). The aim is for 
disabled persons to be trained in occupations approved by 
the state (§ 64 BBiG/§ 42k HwO). At the same time, there 
is the possibility of a so-called compensation for disadvan-
tage (§ 65 BBiG/§ 42l HwO), which relates to aspects such 
as the time structure of training or the use of aids. There 
is also an opportunity for the vocational training of disa-
bled persons to be delivered in accordance with separate 
training regulations put in place by the competent bodies 
(§ 66 BBiG/§ 42m HwO). These (special) training courses 
for “professional practitioners” feature a reduced amount 
of theory and are predominantly used for the training of 
young people with learning difficulties who are seldom cat-
egorised as being severely disabled (cf. BIBB 2013, p. 210). 
The courses are mostly offered by vocational training cen-
tres, and only a small proportion is company-based. Reg-
ulations relating to the vocational education and training 
of “young people who require support” (§ 78 SGB III) – this 
includes young people with learning difficulties and young 
people suffering from social disadvantage – are exclusively 
governed by Social Security Code (SGB), in particular by 
SGB III (promotion of VET) as well as by SGB II (occupa-
tional integration) and by SGB VIII (youth social work).

Funding system for vocational rehabilitation and for 
supporting VET for disadvantaged young people

Since the end of the 1960’s, a differentiating, and also 
separating, funding system has been in place to integrate 
young people affected by exclusion into vocational edu-
cation and training processes. Although alignment to the 
characteristics of disability and disadvantage represents a 
necessary initial prerequisite, the learning groups feature 
a heterogeneous composition.
If we monitor the initial integration of pupils with special 
educational needs, it is conspicuous that only a small pro-
portion enters regular vocational education and training 
following attendance of a school for pupils with learning 
difficulties (cf. Niehaus/Kaul 2012, p. 52). Because 76.3 
of these young people nationally are not in possession of 
a lower secondary school leaving certificate (cf. KLEMM 
2010, p. 45), many progress to a measure within the tran-
sitional sector, to specific rehabilitation support schemes 
or to educational and training provision for disadvantaged 
young people (cf. Niehaus/Kaul 2012, p. 53).
There is also the supposition that not all young people 
trained in occupations for disabled persons actually ex-

hibit a disability (cf. Gericke/Flemming 2013, p. 8).1 It 
is noticeable that the proportion of such persons is higher 
in East Germany than in West Germany (4.4 % opposed to 
1.7 %, cf. ibid. p. 7). The highest levels of this were reached 
in 2005, when the situation on the training market in East 
Germany was exceptionally tight. Higher rates of contract 
dissolution in occupations for persons with disabilities as 
compared to the recognised training occupations (cf. Au-
torengruppe 2014, p. 183) and the fact that their usability 
on the labour market has not been demonstrated mean that 
these (special) training occupations are increasingly being 
subjected to scrutiny (cf. e. g. Euler/Severing 2014). Be-
cause of the shortage of training places, young people (so-
called “labour-market-disadvantaged persons”) have ended 
up in measures aimed at providing VET support for disad-
vantaged young people. The result was a fragmented fund-
ing and support system lacking in transparency and with 
different areas of responsibility (cf. BIBB 2013, p. 254).

Disability and disadvantage as a social category

According to Kanter (1977, p. 106), persons are consid-
ered as having learning difficulties if they have a “serious, 
extensive and long-standing impairment to learning and 
thereby exhibit significant deviation from the norm in
terms of performance and behaviour.” By way of contrast, 
disadvantaged young people are deemed to have an im-
pediment to learning (SGB III) and are ascribed individual 
and social disadvantages. They include persons “who, ac-
cording to existing access regulations, have a low chance 
of successfully applying for dual vocational education and 
training because they are not in possession of the personal, 
social and organisational resources which facilitate progres-
sion to a VET place” (Ulrich 2011, p. 6). In practice, as-
signment is characterised by uncertainties due to the fact 
that there are differing views as to what constitutes disabil-
ity (cf. Enggruber/Rützel 2014).
The terms learning difficulties and impediment to learning 
are thus revealed to be a relative parameter value which is 
tied in with the cultural context. The special educational 
perspective takes societally relevant (action) situations as its 
basis and places the primary emphasis on the social dimen-
sion. As a consequence, the focus needs to be on looking at 
the different societal barriers which cause people to enter 
situations of disability and disadvantage and hinder societal 
participation (cf. Lindmeier/Lindmeier 2012, p. 10).

 

1 The situation of disabled persons vis-à-vis dual vocational education 

and training pursuant to the BBiG/HwO cannot be adequately presented 

in statistical surveys because the Vocational Education and Training 

Statistics do not collect any information on the personal characteristic of 

disability (cf. Gericke/Flemming 2013, p. 2). 
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Exclusion risks and development of inclusion 
strategies

The findings of both the National Education Reports (since 
2006) and of the Reports on Vocational Education and 
Training indicate considerable exclusion risks. Selection 
processes take place at all transitions within the educa-
tional system. They are particularly marked at the transi-
tion from school to vocational education and training in 
accordance with prior school learning, gender, migrant 
background or nationality and region (cf. Autorengruppe 
2012, p. 103).
To this extent, the route to inclusive VET requires a general 
pedagogical and educational policy strategy (cf. Dt. UNE-
SCO-Kommission 2009, p. 8) and thus necessitates change 
processes at the system and structural level. The emphasis 
needs to be on investigating risks of exclusion in order to 
develop a basis for inclusion strategies.
The objective of inclusive vocational education and training 
is to open up routes and options to recognised vocational edu-
cation and training and to the world of work for all (young) 
people. In order to achieve this, the legal foundations need 
to be exploited, adapted and further developed in all fields 

of activity and inclusive vocational education and training 
needs to be established at various system levels.

Expansion of differentiated vocational education 
and training

Individual and flexible educational, support and funding 
provision which creates connectivity and permeability is of 
particular relevance to inclusive vocational education and 
training. Designing educational processes in a way that is 
aligned towards the individual means conceptualising ped-
agogical intervention in a way that is based on the young 
person and realising this via networking or cooperation 
between the institutions and education professionals. In-
dividualisation requires extensive flexibilisation of educa-
tional and training provision in order to be able to address 
aspects such as different life situations and different (learn-
ing) prerequisites. Permeability within and between the in-
dividual segments is crucial in terms of facilitating entry to 
and exit from vocational education and training processes 
at any time. This means linking educational opportunities 
in terms of content, providing credit for periods of training 

Table 

Structuring of inclusive vocational education and training 
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and imparting usable (partial) qualifications. VET policy
has an important design role to play in this regard.

Further development of tried and tested funding 
and support instruments

Inclusive vocational education and training requires
the further development of tried and tested support and
funding provision. VET at extra-company institutions can
be structured in different ways and combined with com-
pany-based vocational education and training (e. g. in the 
form of shared training, integrative training or cooperative 
training).2 Training support measures should be available to 
all young people who need them. Assisted training offers
a supplementary form of provision. Its particular charac-
teristic is that both young people and companies providing 
training can be offered individual support in line with their 
requirements in equal measure. The concept of career entry 
support has also proved its worth. Individual educational
and training support should be offered to all young people 
in need of specific help or assistance.
The fact that each support measure is based on individ-
ual case examination and measures-related financing is
demonstrated to be an insoluble paradox of inclusive ed-
ucation within the VET system. By way of contrast, educa-
tional and training provision that is “independent” of such 
constraints and is aligned towards individual (learning)
requirements would avoid labelling and stigmatisation.

Structuring at different system levels

Routes to inclusive vocational education and training re-
quire structuring at various levels of the VET system (cf.
Table). In order to support young people in entering an
occupation and the world of work, biography-oriented ed-
ucational management in conjunction with cooperation
between regional stakeholders and their activities is of
significance in terms of establishing connectivity between 
various “phases of education”. The efficient bundling of
resources requires control mechanisms (local government 
coordination), networking structures (regional transition
management) and the bringing together of various judicial 
areas. The Hamburg model of Youth Employment Agencies 
(cf. Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg et al. 2013) is a good
example of how an overall system of training, education
and support can emerge.
With regard to the development of differentiated training
concepts, both the BBiG and the HwO currently already

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

provide opportunities via such vehicles as time flexibilisa-
tion, as implemented in the “Third Way” in North-Rhine 
Westphalia. Integrative vocational education and training 
at extra-company institutions enables trainees to obtain a 
qualification in a recognised training occupation by acquir-
ing employability skills in the form of training modules and 
within the scope of an extended period of training (of up to 
five years). Part-time vocational education and training (§ 8 
BBiG/§ 27 HwO) could also be combined with language 
modules or therapy provision.
With regard to issues of the development of inclusive or-
ganisational forms, the Inclusion Index (Boban/Hinz 
2003) becomes significant by dint of the fact that an inclu-
sive culture within the institution is deemed to be a bed-
rock for inclusion.
At the level of inclusive learning arrangements, Prengel 
(2014, pp. 34 f.) sees the didactics of inner differentiation 
as the central part of of inclusive practice and develops the 
relationship level. Reich (2014) differentiates on the ba-
sis of a constructivist didactic system and adopts a holistic 
view, which provides for comprehensive support and sup-
port diagnostics, new forms of assessment and advice and 
a changed learning environment (cf. ibid. p. 51).

Firm establishment of professionalisation concepts

The professionalism of staff in companies, at vocational 
schools and at training services providers has a key role in 
the structuring of inclusive vocational education and train-
ing at all levels (cf. Buchmann/Bylinski 2013). The basis 
here is an inclusive stance that recognises individual differ-
ences and views as a benefit. Empirical studies show that 
an addition of knowledge and the handling of instruments 
are not sufficient for professional action. The personal, so-
cial and emotional competences and the approach and atti-
tude of the pedagogical specialists are crucial (cf. Bylins-
ki 2014). Dealing with one’s own person needs to be an 
integral component of initial, advanced and continuing 
training (ibid.). Alongside this, there needs to be a focus 
on working to bring about a changed understanding on the 
part of the professionals which is based on networking, ex-
change and the integration of external competences (cf. Dt. 
UNESCO-Kommission 2014, p. 2). For trainers in particu-
lar, new forms of continuing training should be developed 
which are more closely linked in with the company context 
and which include (possible) cooperation partners.

Steps along the route to inclusive vocational  
education and training

Inclusive vocational education and training requires the 
further development of educational and training struc-
tures and appropriate structuring of training practice, i. e.  

2 Federal states (such as Hamburg) which have begun to reform the 

transitional system in recent years have made a training guarantee for 

young people unable to progress to company-based training an impor-

tant component of a new framework concept. 
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changes across all areas of activity (vocational training 
preparation and VET) and across all system levels (region, 
institution, training concept, learning arrangements). 
Educational policy guidelines for inclusion form a neces-
sary framework. The development of inclusion strategies 
in conjunction with specific stages of implementation and 
the provision of resources form part of this. This will en-
able the emergence of a (vocational) education system 
in which diversity is used as an opportunity. Recognition 
and appreciation of individual differences requires a shift 
in perspective in society, in the institutions and on behalf 
of education and training professionals to view inequali-
ty and heterogeneity as a benefit and as a basis for further 
development.
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