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1. Introduction	
 
The transition learners are required to make from education to the workplace is a complex, and 
often problematic, process (Tynjälä, Välimaa, & Sarja, 2003). Studies show a gap between what is 
learned and what is required of competent professionals in an ever more complex world (Baartman 
& De Bruijn, 2011). Therefore, the integration of students’ learning experiences across academic 
and practice settings is currently of considerable interest within the educational sectors in a 
number of countries (Billett, 2011), among which the Netherlands. In the Netherlands recently 
research is carried out, where more traditional out-of-context practical and theoretical lessons are 
increasingly replaced by internships and workplace simulations (Jossberger, 2011, Zitter, 2010). 
The challenge is to design learning environments that cross the traditional school boundaries into 
working life. Designing such a learning environment is not an easy endeavour (Zitter and Hoeve, 
2012). It requires long term commitment of both parties, i.e. VET-institutes and business partners, 
to develop new forms of integrating learning and working processes to ease the transition from 
school to society and specifically the workplace. These developments lead to a changing 
relationship between educational institutes and companies.  
Since 2004 a national innovation programme is induced for VET-institutes by the Dutch 
government. Within this programme more than 100 projects are experimenting with new 
educational practices. One of the main goals of this programme is to stimulate the collaboration 
between schools and professional practice in order to co-design educational programmes in which 
school and professional practice are more integrated. Such form of collaboration in which co-design 
is imported, is denoted as co-makership. 
 

2. Problem	statement	and	central	question	
A key issue in current educational studies is the complex and problematic nature of the transition 
learners are required to make from education to the workplace (Tynjälä et al., 2003). Studies show 
a gap between what is learned and what is required of competent professionals in an ever more 
complex world (Baartman and De Bruijn, 2011). Learners are expected to integrate different types 
of knowledge, for example, formal knowledge, work process knowledge and practical knowledge.  
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To facilitate the transition from education to the workplace and equip learners to deal with the 
demands of the current workplace as part of wider society, learning environments are developed 
that cross the traditional school boundaries into working life (Zitter & Hoeve, 2012). Establishing 
horizontal connections outside of school is considered by many as important (e.g. Billett, 2011). 
Dumont and Istance (2010) distinguished seven core “principles” for designing learning 
environments with practitioners and decision-makers in mind. One of these principles is to 
“promote horizontal connectedness across activities and subjects, in- and out-of-school”. Research 
shows that learners are engaged in more complex forms of learning with a conscious drive toward 
a better integration of learning and working (Järvelä and Volet, 2004). Others also stress the 
importance of engaging students in solving real-world problems or ill-defined professional tasks 
that are complex, realistic and challenging to invoke active learning processes (Könings et al., 
2005; Baartman and De Bruijn, 2011).The design and implementation of hybrid learning 
environments requires close co-operation of school and professional practice. The focus in this 
study is on the emerging forms of collaboration between schools and work organisations that can 
be defined as co-makership. The main goal in this research is to get insight in the different forms 
of co-makership between VET-institutes and professional practice. How schools and companies 
integrate learning and working processes, what each of the partners contributes, the interests of 
stakeholders to work together, and what are necessary conditions to sustain long-term 
commitment of both parties. Research on partnerships has made clear that cooperation is often 
problematic and very often not successful (Delden, 2009). Decision-making processes are quite 
complex because no one is in charge of making decisions and each partner keeps its own 
autonomy. The central question in this paper is: What are possible substantive and organisational 
varieties of co-makership between VET-institutes and business partners?  
 

3. Methods/methodology	
 
To answer the central research question we started with a literature study to develop a conceptual 
framework to describe the collaboration practices in Dutch VET.  In the framework we distinguished 
several core concepts. The role of trust between stakeholders. Stakeholder interests to participate 
in the partnerships. Nooteboom (2006) distinguished different forms of interest: 
efficiency/economies of scale (sharing facilities, buildings), strategic aims (visibility), entry to new 
markets (students, companies) and entry to new knowledge (work process knowledge, knowledge 
on learning processes). An important reason for organisations to collaborate is to make use of 
knowledge and competences from other companies. This so called cognitive distance between 
partners opens up perspectives and creates new opportunities and input to innovate (Nooteboom, 
2006). Another key concept to describe the collaboration practices is the resource each partner 
contributes. These resources include: physical resources (f.e. equipment), organisational resources 
(f.e. access to production processes, access to a network of other organisations), human resources 
(f.e. expertise) and financial resources (Smith, 2006). Also an important aspect to describe the 
collaboration practices is governance; is the decision making process organised on an equal basis 
or is one of the partners in control over the other? And finally what is the expected added value of 
the collaboration (Nooteboom, 2006, Delden, 2009). 
Out of the 100 projects involved in the national innovation programme, we first selected about 20 
projects that were successful in establishing long term collaboration to innovate educational 
practices. Out of these 20 projects we selected 10 for further analysis based on the following 
criteria: 

 Phase of development in the co-operation; we aimed at projects in which the co-operation 
is structurally embedded in the organization of both VET-institutes and companies. 
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 Impact: we selected projects where both VET-institutes and business partners are involved 
in the design and/or implementation of educational practices. 

 
The cases are studied by means of document analysis of project plans, progress reports and 
research reports. Additional semi-structured interviews were held with the key stakeholders of the 
partnership. The developed framework is the basis for within-case analyses and cross case 
comparative analysis. 
 

4. Results	
In the practice of vocational education in the Netherlands, different forms of collaboration between 
schools and work organizations have been emerged over the last decade. Based on analysis of the 
data we developed a framework to structure these different forms in 5 modalities of co-makership. 
The 5 modalities are distinguished on basis of the following criteria: 

 The degree of institutionalisation; 
 The degree in which work processes from both school and work organisations are 

integrated and based in either school routines, or workplace routines or even within an 
intermediate organization;  

 Number and nature of parties involved. 
 
The 5 modalities of co-makership distinguished are: 

1. School at work 
2. Creating a new entity 
3. Work at school 
4. Temporary projects 
5. Sector Councils for VET  

In the following section the 5 modalities will be further explained and illustrated by concrete 
examples from the case studies.  
 

4.1 School	at	work	
This modality is characterized by a long-term highly intensive collaboration between a limited 
number of partners. In the cases investigated one large company and one or two VET-institutes 
were involved. The business partner provided an in-company work-learning environment for a 
group of students. The students are supervised by senior workers at the shop floor. In one case 
two teachers were located at the company location to provide additional supervision and (just-in-
time) workshops for theoretical deepening. In this modality students become employees during a 
limited time of their educational programs. During this period the emphasis is on participative 
learning.  
The main characteristics of this modality are represented in the following figure: 
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Figure 1 schematic representation of the modality School at work 
 
Looking at this modality from an organisational perspective the following observations can be made 
with regard to the key concepts of our framework. 
Stakeholder interest: the schools get access to an authentic environment in which students can 
collectively learn by engaging in realistic tasks and teamwork. For the company the group of 
students serves as more than “a pair of extra hands”. In one of the cases the students were 
deployed to organise extra activities which increased the quality of services provided. 
Resources: because of the scale of the company (large companies are involved) groups of students 
were employed. The employer opens up the productionprocesses for these groups of students. As a 
result schools and companies are willing to invest in the professionalization of the teachers and 
supervisors on the workfloor.  
Cognitive distance: The cognitive distance between the school as expert in learning processes and 
the company as expert in working processes is quite high. In one the cases this distance was 
successfully bridged because the physical distance was diminished. As teachers were continuously 
present at the company site, the teachers and company staff worked together in supervision 
leading to mutual understanding of each other’s perspective. In this case both teachers and 
company staff experienced a strong process of professionalization.  
Governance: In this modality the company has a pivotal role in organising the learning processes, 
and consequently take the lead in the organisation of the co-operation process. 
Trust: Trust is high at strategic level where the companies give outsiders -students and teachers- 
an inside view in their production process. In turn, schools hand over their responsibility to 
facilitate learning to the company. This trust was based on longterm relationships between key 
actors from both school and company. Also on operational level trust developed as partners are 
working closely together in the design and implementation. However, in one case the physical 
distance between school and shop floor of the company was very big, as the learning environment 
is based on a ship sailing international seas. This physical distance obstructed the development of 
mutual trust at operational level. 
 
Added value: The expected added value of this form of collaboration is commitment of youngsters 
to this particular profession on the short term which will lead to increasing intake of students in the 
professional educational course and workforce on the long run. 
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The main advantages of this collaboration are, first, that students can learn in an authentic work 
environment. Second, it creates an easy access for the teachers to professional practice to get to 
learn the latest developments. Finally, the collaboration offers clear advantages for companies 
involved, namely 1) a complementary source of labour; 2) introduction of a learning culture. 
The main risks involved are that success is largely dependent on one company, and high 
investment of company involved is needed.  
 

4.2 Creating	a	new	entity	
This modality is characterized by collaboration between one or two VET-schools and a small 
number of business partners. Both VET-school and business partners invest in the development of 
a new entity. The investment partners form a regional network of 1 or 2 schools and a limited 
number of business partners that delegates the responsibility for the design and implementation of 
a work/learning environment. After an initial set-up phase the new entity is expected to function 
financially independent. The investment partners remain involved  as members of the supervisory 
board. 
Responsibility for (part of) the professional education is handed over to a new entity which has to 
create an attractive and authentic learning environment for both initial as post-initial education. To 
ensure the quality of the learning the new entity is expected to closely work together with both 
school and business partner.  
The new entity is responsible for creating a work/learning environment in which individual and 
groups of students can be educated. This learning environment also provides training opportunities 
to (groups of) employees of companies in the region.   
 

 
Figure 2 schematic representation of the modality Creating a new entity 
 
Looking at this modality from an organisational perspective the following observations can be made 
with regard to the key concepts of our framework. 
Stakeholder interest: both VET-schools and company get access to an authentic environment in 
which students/employees can collectively learn. This new entity becomes responsible for 
maintaining contact among investment partners and new contacts with potential partners in the 
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region. For the business partners a specific interest is that schooling can be outsourced to the new 
entity. 
Resources: schools and companies share the investments in the new entity. Companies deliver 
equipment and expertise on the production processes, to building up and maintain the new 
learning environment. While schools have to organise the learning processes in these new settings. 
Cognitive distance: the cognitive distance between the school as expert in learning processes and 
the company as expert in working processes is quite high. In this modality bridging this distance is 
the responsibility of the new entity. This demands for strong professionalization of the staff of this 
new entity.  
Governance: Both school and business partner together organise the learning and co-operation 
processes.  
Trust: Trust is high at strategic level. VET-schools and companies decide to jointly invest and 
creating something new. Also in this modality trust is build up on personal ties of the key actors of 
all parties involved. Involvement on the operational level turned out to be problematic. The use of 
the external environment is largely dependent on choices teachers make. It turns out that using 
these environments is not self-evident. 
Added value: expected added value of this form  of collaboration is a better qualified workforce on 
the medium long term. By creating an attractive learning environment the image of the 
professional course is expected to increase which will led to an increased intake of new students. 
 
The main advantage of this modality is that the new entity is made responsible for the 
balancing/bridging learning and working culture. As a consequence this difficult task is less 
dependent of the goodwill of independent of individual schools and companies. As the investment 
in such entity is too big for an individual school or company, it creates  a network of schools and 
companies in a region. 
An important risk of this modality is that building up the organisation of a new entity takes time. 
Partners should accept that there won’t be a short term return on investments, and be carefull to 
expect the enity to run financially solid in a too short period. 
 

4.3 Work	at	school	
This modality is characterized by the collaboration between one VET-school and a small number of 
business partners. This collaboration aims at the creation of an attractive work environment in the 
school in which learning and production processes are highly interwoven. In this environment a 
large group or class can be educated the larger part of their program. Supervision is the 
responsibility of the school, but the VET-school hires experienced professionals to supervise and 
provide professional skills training. 
This learning environment can offer complete educational programs for students of the VET-school. 
It is seen as an alternative pathway for students who have a preference for learning-by-doing. 
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Figure 3 schematic representation of the modality Work at school 
 
Looking at this modality from an organisational perspective the following observations can be made 
with regard to the key concepts of our framework. 
Stakeholder interest: For the VET-institute this collaboration creates the opportunity to offer an 
increased package of learning services for the students (i.e. school is able to offer a different 
learning pathway). The collaboration offers companies the possibility to get in contact with young 
people who form a potential labour pool. 
Resources: schools and companies share the investments in the new entity. Companies deliver 
equipment and expertise on the production processes, to building up and maintain the new 
learning environment. While schools have to organise the learning processes in these new settings. 
Cognitive distance: the cognitive distance between the school as expert in learning processes and 
the company as expert in working processes is taken as a starting point. In this modality the effort 
is to invite business partners into the VET-institute. This demands for strong professionalization of 
the school staff to create and maintain meaningfull interaction with (potential) business partners.  
Governance: In this modality the school takes the lead in organising the learning and collaboration 
processes. The school defines when involvement of companies is needed.  
Trust: Trust is high at operational level where VET-schools and companies closely work together on 
the design of the learning environment. Personal ties between the key actors are pivotal. This trust 
is backed up long term strategic relationships between the VET-institute and regional business 
partners. 
Added value: expected added value of this form of collaboration is a better qualified future 
workforce. By creating an attractive learning environment the VET-institute aims to reduce the 
drop-out rates. 
 
The main advantages of this modality are that school remains responsible for the quality of 
learning. The risk of workplace learning trajectories that production prevails over learning is 
minimized.  
A risk is that it is difficult to upheld the business approach within a school environment.  
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4.4 Temporary	projects	
In this modality a large number of VET-school and business partners collaborate on a temporary 
base in projects. The business partners define projects which are carried out by students or student 
teams. In both cases emphasis was laid on complex projects aiming at interdisciplinary problem 
solving, for example in the field of Green Technology. The school is responsible for educational 
adaptation of the project to ensure an optimal learning experience for the student(team). School 
and business partner negotiate for each project who is responsible for the supervision. These 
project are sometimes carried at the school site, sometimes at the company. In both cases an 
intermediate Project Office is created responsible to ensure the continuity in the amount of projects 
through the years. Such a Project Office serve as a means for the VET-institute to establish an 
regional network with a large number of business partners.  
 

 
Figure 4 schematic representation of the modality temporary projects 
 
Looking at this modality from an organisational perspective the following observations can be made 
with regard to the key concepts of our framework. 
Stakeholder interest: For the VET-institute this collaboration creates the opportunity to build a 
regional network of business partners (both SME and large companies). Further, the content of the 
projects offers the teaching staff insight in recent developments in professional practice. The 
collaboration offers companies the possibility to cheaply contract out work and /or to get young 
people, with a different perspective, to come up with an innovative solution to a problem. Further, 
for business partners it offers the opportunity to participate in a network aimed at regional 
knowledge creation. 
Resources: companies provide projects and deliver expertise to support and supervise the 
students. Schools have to ensure optimal learning experiences and also supervise the students. It 
turns out that additional expertise is needed to carry out these projects to meet companies 
expectations. 
Cognitive distance: the cognitive distance between the school as expert in learning processes and 
the company as expert in working processes is taken as a starting point for creating a meaningfull 
regional network. 
Governance: In this modality governance is negotiated with each business partner involved in one 
or more projects. In one case  the partners experimented with a new form of project collaboration. 
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The Project Office was set up as an engineering firm staffed by teachers and engineering 
professionals who as a team became responsible for the educational adaptation of the project 
content and supervision of students. 
Trust: Trust is developing over time. As school and business partner collaborate on temporary 
basis the risks involved are low for both parties. A number of business partners become frequent 
suppliers of projects and trust between the parties starts to build up. In both cases the VET-schools 
highly invested in building strong long term relationships with the business partners. Also in this 
modality trust relations developed among key actors who already had established personal ties in 
previous networks. 
Added value: expected added value of this form of collaboration is a better qualified future 
workforce trained in innovative domains and interdisplinary work. The projects serve as a means to 
create regional bonding among young people (the future workforce). 
 
The main advantages of this modality is at first that it builds a (regional) network of school and 
(SME) firms. Next, the projects serve as a vehicle for regional knowledge creation aimed at 
supporting economic development. 
A risk is the continuity in quality and quantity of projects cannot be ensured. 
 

4.5 Co‐ordinated	by	Sector	councils	for	VET	
In this modality coordinates the Sector Council for VET the collaboration between VET-schools and 
business partners at both regional and national level. The Sector Counsel invests in the 
development of authentic learning environments located in VET-schools in different regions or at a 
central location (in the case of small specialized educational programs). By operating at national 
level the Sector Councils create economies of scale through joint investment in technology or 
sharing physical space. The Sector Council provides access to a large business network for the 
schools.  
These learning environments facilitate to specialized educational programs with well (technological) 
equipped learning environments. 
 

 



10 
 

Figure 5 schematic representation of the modality Sector Council for VET 
 
Looking at this modality from an organisational perspective the following observations can be made 
with regard to the key concepts of our framework. 
 
Stakeholder interest: For the VET-institute this collaboration creates the opportunity to get access 
to a regional and/or national network of business partners (both SME and large companies). The 
collaboration is interesting for companies because through the economies of scale small 
educational programs remain viable. Further, the learning environments are also accessible for 
post-initial learners and teaching staff. 
Resources: In this modality school and intermediate organisation aim at sharing resources like 
space and supervision. Companies provide new technology and equipment. 
Cognitive distance: the Sector Council aims to bridge the cognitive distance between the school as 
expert in learning processes and the company as expert in working processes by taking a co-
ordinating role. 
Governance: the Sector Council takes a pivotal role in organising the collaboration processes 
between VET and business partners. The organisation of the learning processes remains the 
responsibility of the EVT-schools. 
Trust: Trust is high at strategic level, while involvement on the operational level stays behind. 
Added value: expected added value of this form of collaboration is that it increases the economic 
viability and visibility of small highly technical educational programs which need large investments 
to attractive learning environments with up-to-date technology. In this way a full educational 
programs for small professional groups can be ensured. 
 
The main advantage of this modality is the opportunity to realize economies of scale (shared 
investment in technical equipment, courses accessible for initial and post-initial students and 
teaching staff). Further, collaboration at this level increases the visibility of small (highly 
specialized) educational programs (for example dental technics). 
A risk of this modality is that the position of the Sector Counsel can become too dominant in the 
eyes of the partner VET-institutes.  
 
 

5. Concluding	remarks	
 
The focus in this study is on the emerging forms of collaboration between schools and work 
organisations that can be defined as co-makership. The main goal is to get insight in the different 
forms of co-makership between VET-institutes and professional practice, and what are necessary 
conditions to sustain long-term commitment of both parties. The central question is: What are 
possible substantive and organisational varieties of co-makership between VET-institutes and 
business partners? 
Based on a comparative analysis of 10 projects involved in the national innovation programme in 
the Netherlands we distinguished the following 5 modalities of co-makership: 

1. School at work 
2. Creating a new entity 
3. Work at school 
4. Temporary projects 
5. Sector Councils for VET  
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The modalities were distinguished on basis of three main criteria, i.e. 1) the degree of 
institutionalisation (temporary vs long term commitment); 2) the degree in which work processes 
from both school and work organisations are integrated and based in either school routines, or 
workplace routines or even within an intermediate organization; and 3) Number and nature of 
parties involved. 
 
The following table shows the differences between the 5 modalities on criteria1 and 2: 
 
Modality Institutionalisation Integration 
School at work Long term commitment Embedded in workplace 

routines 
Creating a new enity Variation Embedded in the developing 

routines of a new entity 
Work at school Variation Embedded in school routines 
Temporary projects Temporary commitment Variation 
Co-ordinated by Sector 
Council for VET 

Long term commitment 
between Sector Council and 
school 
 
The relation with business 
partners is variable 

Variation 

 
The following table shows for each of the 5 modalities which parties were involved: 
 
Modality Number of schools 

involved 
Number of 
businesses involved 

Number of Students 
serviced 

School at work 1  1 Groups of 8-25 
students 

Creating a new 
entity 

1-2 1-5 Individual or group 

Work at school 1 1-5 class 

Temporary projects 1-3 >10 (regional 
network) 

(Individual or) group 

Sector Council for 
VET 

>3 >10 (regional/ 
national network) 

class 

 
In this paper we described the 5 modalities on different organizational aspects which we derived 
from the literature: Stakeholder interests, Resources, Cognitive distance, Governance Trust and 
Expected added value. In all modalities a joint interest of the stakeholders involved is the design 
and implementation of authentic learning opportunities for VET-students. In the modality 
Temporary projects and Sector Council for VET an additional interest is the formation of and access 
to a regional or national network. 
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Both school and companies involved provide supply different resources. We can distinguish the 
following different categories: a) Financial means, b) Professional expertise, c) Physical means such 
as technology and instruments, and d) Organisational means such as space and access to 
networks. 
As all parties acknowledge the competence of the schools to facilitate learning and of business 
partners on professional practice, cognitive distance is rather a strength than a weakness in these 
forms of co-makership. In the different modalities we have seen different strategies to reduce the 
cognitive distance, such as the presence of teachers at the shop floor of the company or the other 
way around and, organising regular contact. 
Governance is a complex issue in most modalities. In such collaboration none of the parties has the 
final control. The coordination is a shared responsibility at both strategic and operational level. 
Overcoming conflicting issues requires strong commitment of all actors involved and the willingness 
to engage in a collective learning process on all levels (strategic, tactical and operational) of the 
collaborating organisations. 
The trust factor is very important in all modalities and based on strong (existing) personal ties 
between key actors of VET-schools and business partners. As phrased by one of our respondents: 
“People –and not organisations- work together”. As the partners mutually trust each other, the 
nature of the collaboration is highly informal. Matters of concern are dealt with by mutual 
consultation and not regulated by formal contracts. 
The expected added value of collaboration is investments in authentic learning opportunities will 
increase the attractiveness of the programs, leading to increased intake numbers and reduced 
drop-out rates. Further, it is expected to increase the quality of professional skills developed by the 
students. 
 
An important question is how sustainable are the different forms of co-makership. Comparing the 
modalities the following conditions appear to be important:  

1. Personal ties between key persons provides a high trust base necessary for long term 
commitment of the parties involved. 

2. The willingness of both VET-schools and business partners to reduce cognitive distance. 
This means concretely to reduce physical distance, organize regular meetings, develop 
awareness for the interests of each partner involved and acknowledge each partners 
strengths and weaknesses (i.e. a school is strong in facilitating learning and a business 
partner is strong on professional practice). In terms of governance an important issue is 
commitment at both strategic and operational level in both VET-schools and business 
partners involved. This requires organising learning processes between different levels of 
organisations and between organisations. 

3. A large physical distance appears to be problematic and undermines trust, efforts to bridge 
the cognitive distance and possibilities to organise collective learning processes. 

4. Invest in the development of new competencies:  
a. on primary process,  
b. but also organisational: depending on modality: networking, new knowledge, 

entrepreneurship 
 
This paper gives insight in the variety of concrete forms of co-makership developed in the 
Netherlands over the last decade. To create an overview of this variety we developed a framework 
of 5 modalities which allows comparing between the different forms on some key issues. We hope 
the developed framework will serve as a source of inspiration for other countries that aim to 
stimulate the collaboration between schools and professional practice into joint developmental 
projects that provide interesting starting points for reducing the gap between school and work. 
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