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Country - Latvia                                                    
1) National youth employment situation
Youth unemployment in Latvia has continued to decreased from the very high rate of 39.3% in January 2010 to 15.8% in March 2015
. Nevertheless it is still high due to:

· a lack of knowledge about the professional skills required by the labour market – this leads to students making poor choices in schools;
· inappropriate content of education programmes which leads to skill mismatches with the requirements of the labour market;

· a lack of internships which are an important part of the education process - this also leads to young people not acquiring the skills demanded by the labour market.

In 2013 the percentage of young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs) was in line with the EU28 average of 13%. The trend since 2009 has been downwards and the percentage of NEETs has fallen from 17.4%.
 As a share of gross domestic product (GDP), the economic loss due to the non-participation of young people in the labour market at a European level increased from 0.96% in 2007 to 1.21% in 2011. In many Member States the economic cost of NEETs has increased considerably and in Latvia it represented 2.67% of GDP in 2011.

Employment of young people 
In 2012 the European employment rate of young people aged 15 to 24 years was 32.6% - this was the lowest level recorded in the EU’s history. This corresponds to 19.4 million young people and equates to a fall in the number of employed young people of 3 million between 2007 and 2011. Considerable decreases in the employment of young people can be seen in Latvia as the percentage employed fell from 38.1% in 2007 to 28.7% in 2012.
 

 Skill Needs

The Skillsnet network brings together Member States that are involved in Cedefop activities relating to the identification of skill needs – these activities include forecasting, employer surveys and sectoral analysis. Membership of the network provides access to information about skills needs and skills gaps. Helping those who shape VET policy to identify the skills needed by employers plays an important role in supporting educators and trainers. Looking at studies in the field of skill needs and job opportunities in Latvia, and considering the changes to net employment and replacement demand up to 2025
 - it is possible to highlight:

· some expansion in manufacturing, distribution and transport, and business and other services;
· an increase in demand for professionals, technicians and associate professionals, and managers;
· an increase in the number of employed people with low or high levels of education, and a decrease in the number of people employed with medium levels of education.
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2) VET system in Latvia

The formal VET system is centralised and includes three levels: 
· basic vocational education (lower secondary level);

· secondary vocational education (upper secondary and post-secondary level);

· professional higher education (tertiary level). 
Education programmes are mainly school-based with practical periods of training in enterprises. To acquire a professional qualification students have to take a State exam at the end of their education programme. 
Basic vocational education (one to two years) leads to the award of a certificate of vocational basic education. Students’ previous education is not a criterion in the selection process but they cannot begin the programme earlier than in the year in which they turn 15. Students without basic education are admitted to a three-year vocational education programme which includes a compulsory general basic education course.

In the upper secondary age range, there are:

· vocational education programmes;
· secondary vocational education programmes for students who have completed basic education;
· post-secondary vocational education programmes mostly for students who have completed secondary education.

Vocational education programmes (three years) lead to a certificate of vocational education which does not provide access to higher education. Students who would like to continue their studies in higher education have to complete an additional one-year intermediate course in general secondary education.

Vocational secondary education programmes (four years) lead to a diploma of secondary vocational education based on four State examinations. If the students are successful they are awarded a certificate which, together with a diploma of secondary vocational education, gives them the right to enrol in higher education.

The post-secondary vocational education programmes (one or two years) are for learners that wish to acquire vocational skills through a shorter programme.
Higher professional education programmes lead to a professional bachelor’s or a master’s degree and a professional qualification. These programmes are offered at two levels: first-level higher professional education (college) and second-level higher professional education. College programmes (two to three years) focus on meeting the needs of the labour market. Higher professional education programmes take from four to six years – at least four years for students who have completed secondary education and at least two years for students who have completed a college education.

The Ministry of Education and Science is responsible for the legal framework, governance, funding and content of vocational education. Most vocational schools are State owned and run. The Ministry of Education and Science is reducing the number of vocational schools through mergers and modernising the VET provider network by stricter definitions on the type of school and their jurisdiction. 
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The VET system is based on strategic cooperation and social dialogue - since 2000 this has been based on the National Tripartite sub-council for Cooperation in Vocational Education and Employment. This brings together representatives from many ministries (e.g. Welfare, Economy, Finance, Justice, Agriculture, Education and Science, Regional Development and Local Government Affairs), employers (e.g. Employers’ Confederation of Latvia) and employees (e.g. Free Trade Union Confederation of Latvia).
Since 2011, twelve sector councils have worked to align vocational education to the needs of the economy. Their activities include:

· agreeing and updating the sector's qualification structure;

· proposing qualifications for occupations and specialisations needed in the sector;

· agreeing the professional standards and developing proposals to set the requirements for professional qualifications;

· participating in the accreditation of VET institutions, examination centres and programmes;

· coordinating and facilitating cooperation between enterprises and VET institutions in order to develop new VET programmes;

· organising work based learning.
The VET providers offer a wide range of programmes which represent almost every sector of the economy. The best attended programmes are the secondary vocational education programmes (In 2013 around 90% of the 31,000 vocational education students were in secondary vocational education.
). In recent years there has been an increase in the number of students taking post-secondary vocational education programmes. However compared to general secondary education, vocational education is seen as less attractive. To raise the attractiveness of vocational education several projects, co-financed by EU Structural Funds, have been implemented. These includes projects on modernising the vocational education infrastructure; promoting social partners’ participation in education policy; implementing sector-based qualification frameworks; drafting occupational standards for a range of professions; improving the types and programmes of vocational education; introducing a modular approach; and raising vocational education teachers’ competences. The challenge for Latvia is to ensure these reforms are sustainable after these projects are completed.

3) Apprenticeship training
3.1 Definition of apprenticeship

In the Latvian context, apprenticeships are offered on a very small scale. They are mainly in the craft sector, follow a separate track from other education programmes and do not provide a pathway to formal education. In situations when the apprentice ‘drops out’ there are no mechanisms for them to enter or re-integrate with other parts of the education or training sector.
Young people over the age of 16 are admitted to the apprenticeship programme regardless of their previous education if they can find an appropriate trainer or teacher (the craft master). The programmes are designed by the relevant professional association and approved by the council of the Chamber of Crafts. On average each programme lasts three years (this can vary) and the arrangements are set by each craft association. Training includes time at school and in practice but the allocation of time for each activity is not defined. The Chamber of Crafts has signed agreements with several VET schools to provide the theoretical inputs to these programmes. Apprentices often receive remuneration from the second year of their apprenticeship. This is paid by the craft master or the enterprise.

Following agreement on the memorandum on cooperation in VET with the German Government (see below 3.6) the Ministry of Education and Science has designed a new apprenticeship-type scheme focused on "work-based learning". In 2013 a pilot project with a Dual VET system component began in several VET schools.

3.2 Legislative framework
The craft apprenticeship started in 1992. The programme is defined in the Law on Crafts
 as being for a young person who has joined a craft company or an education institution and signed a training contract. The employer assumes responsibility for providing the trainee with training leading to a specific occupation according to education programmes developed by the Chamber of Crafts and the Ministry of Education and Science.
 The Latvian Chamber of Crafts, which is a self-governing organisation, supports the implementation of the system.
3.3 Some work based learning programmes

VET in Latvia is mostly school-based, though VET programme include practical periods in the enterprise. The practical training can either take place during or at the end of the VET programme or qualification. The VET institutions are responsible for organising this work based learning.
In 2013 the Ministry of Education and Science interviewed representatives from VET institutions to find out more about the place of practical training. This research found that:

· in 98% of cases, laboratory works take place in VET institutions;
· in 73% of cases, practical training takes place in VET institutions and in 27% of cases it is in enterprises; 
· in 94% of cases practice which enables the learner to achieve the qualification takes place in the enterprise.

Work based learning takes place once an agreement has been signed between the student, the VET institution and the work based learning entity (usually an enterprise). Employers in Latvia do not have to pay a wage or remunerate students during work based learning, an internship or a craft apprenticeship. However some employers offer employment to their trainees – either after the traineeship has been completed or during the period of work based training. In these situations an employment contract is signed. 
According to the Employers' Confederation of Latvia
 expenses for work based learning are covered by employers. There is an ongoing discussion over whether there should be some kind of cost-sharing mechanism to cover employers’ expenses. Employers often take the view that, in the current system, the cost of traineeships exceeds the benefits, and this is an obstacle to promoting traineeships. The employers’ expenses can include the cost of experienced employees, equipping the workspace for extra staff, personal protective equipment, training materials, and increases in the number of products that do not meet the quality threshold (spoilage).
3.4 Number of students
Recent demographic changes have led to falls in the number of VET students. From 2010 to 2013 there was a 13% decrease in the number of VET students. The share of students in post-secondary vocational education programmes is small but in recent years these programmes have become more popular and the number of students in the programmes has doubled in the past four years. This reflects a realisation that, in times of increased youth unemployment, these programmes are more labour-market oriented and help students to acquire the required skills more quickly.

As part of the European Social Found activities to support apprenticeships (“Support for Improvement of Quality and Implementation of Initial Vocational Education Programmes”) 8,870 placements were funded between 2009 and 2012.

3.5 Contractual arrangements
The apprentice is contractually linked to an employer and may receive remuneration at their discretion. The Employers' Confederation of Latvia supports policies based on cost sharing or the introduction of a compensation mechanism to cover employers’ expenses for providing opportunities for work based training and/or for the time when a trainee is less productive. This kind of support is needed at the start of the trainee’s time with the employer and could include basic expenses (e.g. personal protective equipment for trainee), support to trainees (e.g. grants, the cost of getting from home to work, accommodation costs for trainee), or labour tax exemptions when the employer decides to support the trainee financially. Currently the only way for an employer to support the trainee is to sign a contract of employment. This means that the trainee’s salary has to fully comply with the tax on labour - it is a big commitment for employers to offer a contract. Support could also be offered to employers after the traineeship ends and trainees pass the qualification exam. This approach might encourage more employers to pay attention to the quality of the practical training they provide.
3.6 Bilateral cooperation

Increasing the attractiveness of VET and apprenticeship schemes are a challenge. To help to address this issue and to quicken the pace of reform, there have been a number of initiatives:

· in December 2012 Latvia and five other countries (Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece and Slovakia) signed a memorandum of cooperation in vocational education with Germany. One of the priorities of this memorandum was to strengthen work-based learning;
· in 2014 the Ministry of Education and Science signed a ‘memorandum of cooperation in VET’ with the Baltic countries and Switzerland. This memorandum focuses on work-based learning; 
· under the ERASMUS+ Key Action 3 to support National Authorities in developing apprenticeships, Latvia is working with Lithuania and Estonia on a project called ‘Implementing Work Based Learning in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia’. This project (http://en.lddk.lv/projekts/implementing-work-based-learning-in-latvia-lithuania-and-estonia/) is part of the European Alliance for Apprenticeships and supports Member States' policy reforms. The three Baltic countries will co-ordinate their national activities through the ministry representatives. The project also aims at launching a Baltic Alliance of Apprenticeships in order to strengthen cooperation in the field of VET. 
4) Drop-out rates from school and apprenticeships and alternative pathways for young people
In 2012 the early drop out rate from the education and training system was 12% - drop out increases the likelihood that these students will stay unemployed
. According to the Employers’ Confederation of Latvia, the future for this group of students includes the risk of low paid work which is one of the key factors leading to poverty. A solution which avoids this risk is for these students to return to education as this gives them opportunities to improve their skills and raise their level of competence.
5) Future reforms in the apprenticeship system 
Latvia has made progress in reforming its VET system - in particular it has expanded apprenticeships to include others sectors (not just the craft sector) and provided opportunities for apprentices to be a part of the education system. However, the attractiveness of VET and the involvement of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) remain issues to be addressed.
 The main reform challenges relate to improving the quality of vocational education and training, speeding up curricula reform, and increasing the number of apprenticeships.
Employers report serious difficulties in finding employees with the right skills. According to the European Working Conditions Survey 2013 (Eurofound) 63% of the companies in Latvia report such difficulties compared to the EU average of 39%. This mismatch takes place alongside very low engagement from employers in delivering training and within an environment where VET has a poor image.
The 2015 Stability Programme of Latvia (a European Council Recommendation)
 comments that ‘in 2015 Latvia will need to finalise a comprehensive vocational education and training law. It will also need to complete secondary legislation on work based learning and formalise the involvement of sector councils. Motivating companies, especially SMEs, to provide high quality work-based learning placements remains problematic. It is necessary to introduce regulations between the apprentice and the enterprise on pay and training requirements as well incentives for companies to provide apprenticeships or practical training placements.’
Some of this work has started e.g. in 2009 the Government launched a strategy to make vocational education more attractive and involve social partners in a more effective way. This provided an opportunity for sectors to update qualifications and ensure they are better aligned with labour market needs and trends. At the same time a modular approach based on learning outcomes is seen as the main driver for increasing VET’s attractiveness. These reforms will continue until 2023. 
One of the outcomes of the Memorandum of Cooperation in VET in Europe (2012) signed with the Federal Ministry of Education and Research of Germany has been the development of a new apprenticeship-type scheme which aims to support work based learning. In September 2013 some VET institutions started implementing this programme. It includes a flexible curriculum (based on occupational characteristics) and sharing responsibility for teaching (theory) and training (practical) between schools and enterprises. As part of this programme the VET institutions improve their study programmes and curricula, and ensure learners acquire the theoretical knowledge. And companies ensure the learners receive professional training in a real workplace environment and are paid an allowance/wage. The students are recruited to these work based learning programmes according to criteria that are set by companies.
The first year of the project has been quite successful and appreciated by students, teachers and employers. In 2014/15 the number of VET schools applying to participate in the work based learning project increased 400% and the number of enterprises wishing to be involved increased by 600% compared to 2013/14. The introduction of this new scheme at a system level is a priority education and employment policy for 2014-20.

The project has also identified some of the main problems associated with implementation: an incomplete legal framework to accommodate work based learning; insufficient opportunities to complete work based learning due to the tradition of school based VET; insufficient involvement and low levels of awareness from stakeholders, particular employers. At the same time, there is increasing pressure from the social partners and policy makers to improve the quality and labour market relevance of VET. These problems will be addressed through research and detailed discussion with all the key stakeholders. This will lead to an evidence-based development of a legal framework to accommodate work based learning. In addition a national campaign will be organised to promote work based learning and to collect and share examples of good practices. 

6) Evaluation of the existing system and potential ways to improve it

According to the social partners
 developing and promoting work based learning is a political priority for VET reform. This is inspired by the experiences of those countries with a Dual VET system. Although it is not possible to transfer the Dual VET system to the Latvian context, the social partners have recognised the need to implement elements of this system and this has led to the use of the term ‘work based learning’ rather than ‘Dual system’. 

It is difficult to encourage enterprises to provide high quality work based learning opportunities. These difficulties arise from:

· a lack of teachers as salaries are very uncompetitive;

· developing a common understanding and establishing quality standards for work based learning in companies (e.g. the training of trainers is not organised on a regular basis);

· gaining a clear agreement on how expenses for practical training should be covered and how trainees should be supported;

· agreeing the status of trainees in a company which is involved in one of the work based learning pilot projects.
There have been several pilot projects in VET institutions during the last two years - in 2013/2014 29 enterprises and 130 students followed 17 pilot VET programmes. In 2014/2015 500 students and more than 100 enterprises are expected to be involved. Although they are ‘work based learning’ pilot projects, the initiatives take place within the existing VET legal framework so it is not always clear what makes them different from the regular learning programmes and existing traineeships which are organised in cooperation with employers. The employers that are involved in these initiatives have commented on the lack of clarity in relation to the status of the trainees – are they students at a VET school (trainees) or employees. 

These pilot projects have been organised by individual VET providers with the institution’s management team taking on the role of attracting employers and agreeing the learning programme. So far, there has been no systemic approach to work based learning; consequently the responsibilities and rights of each partner are not clear. On the one hand, the role and responsibility of employers are expected to increase but, on the other hand, the students are trainees at the school and not employees.

The Ministry of Education and Science plans to research and report on these work based learning pilot projects’ outcomes in summer 2015. The Employers’ Confederation of Latvia is also completing a research report on the cost-benefit analysis of traineeships in the chemical and metalworking industries.
There continue to be difficulties in encouraging SMEs to be involved in work based learning. The lack of finance and the cost of organising traineeships, as well as a tendency to focus on short term priorities in relation to human resource management, makes them less involved in VET than the large and medium sized enterprises.
7) Cost effectiveness analysis
The 2009 EU survey on apprentices identified that there were only 400 apprentices in Latvia (based on the national definitions) and more than 34,000 school based learners who completed a compulsory period of work-based training
. Consequently there is no information on the cost effectivesness of apprentices in Latvia. 
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