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An extreme shortage of initial teacher education (ITE) qualified VET schoolteachers 
impacts the equitable opportunity for young people to become well-educated, 
vocationally prepared school graduates. This article reports on an international applied 
research Fellowship designed to discover how Norway and Finland upskill mid-career 
industry experts to become VET schoolteachers. These countries produce a sustainable 
VET schoolteacher workforce with approximately half of all upper-secondary students 
studying VET. In contrast, approximately one-quarter of Australian school students 
choose VET pathways, at a time when the nation is experiencing a significant skills 
shortage. We present research findings that illustrate how Norway and Finland produce a 
sustainable supply of VET secondary schoolteachers. As Australia has yet to develop 
suitable ITE programs to prepare qualified VET teachers for schools, we argue that 
Australia would do well to heed Finnish and Norwegian practices that improve the 
quality of VET in schools, support mid-career industry experts to become VET 
schoolteachers, and enhance the status of VET in education and society.  

 
Introduction  
 
Since the mid-1990s, Australian schools have offered vocational education and training 
(VET) programs to secondary school students, historically known as VET in Schools 
(VETiS). Australia is dependent on VET to prepare young people for post-school 
industry pathways. Notwithstanding, Australia is yet to establish a sustainable way of 
producing qualified secondary-school VET teachers to staff VETiS programs. A stocktake 
study conducted in 2022 found that there were only two initial teacher education (ITE) 
courses in Australia offering a VET specialisation (Fogelgarn et al., 2024). The shortage of 
ITE-qualified VET teachers in Australia compromises the sustainability of high-quality 
VETiS programs (AITSL, 2021a). 
 
VET schoolteacher shortages, and the nation’s limited capacity to produce ITE qualified 
VET schoolteachers, inspired the first author to embark on an International Specialised 
Skills Institute (ISSI) Fellowship. The Fellowship sought to understand how Norway and 
Finland produce a sustainable supply of VET schoolteachers. A primary goal of the 
Fellowship was to gain and disseminate knowledge about international VET teacher 
education. In addition to identifying the ITE qualification pathways available to mid-
career vocational professionals, the researcher investigated the perceived status of VET in 
these countries. 
 
This article reports qualitative findings of the ISSI investigation in relation to the “VET 
vicious circle” (Fogelgarn et al., 2024, p. 46). Fogelgarn et al. (2024) demonstrated through 
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a case study in the State of Victoria, Australia, how the introduction of government policy 
authorising non-qualified staff to teach VETiS creates a vicious circle, which “maintains 
the low status of VET education, compromis[es] student learning experience, reinforc[es] 
the academic‒vocational divide and disincentivis[es] trainers from upskilling” (p. 37). This 
policy has effectively removed demand for, and provision of, ITE courses with a VET 
specialisation (Brown, 2017). The VET vicious circle adversely impacts the equitable 
opportunity for young people to become well-educated, vocationally prepared school 
graduates who have been supported to volitionally choose vocational careers. In contrast, 
we present a virtuous circle based on research findings from Norway and Finland, two 
countries that produce a sustainable supply of qualified VET schoolteachers. 
 
The Australian context 
 
In 1996, the Ministerial Council for Employment, Education and Training and Youth 
Affairs established a taskforce to encourage the take-up of VET school programs 
throughout secondary schools (Brown, 2019). VETiS is a national policy developed to 
offer senior secondary students in Australia, the opportunity to gain a nationally 
recognised VET qualification and the skills and knowledge for further education and work 
(Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, 2024). Specific objectives include 
the effective preparation of secondary students for employment, improving transitions 
from school to further education, and promoting lifelong learning (House of 
Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training, 2004). Additional 
intended outcomes include increasing the proportion of students achieving their senior 
secondary certificate (Coates & Rothman, 2008) and addressing national skills shortages in 
traditional trades and other vocational occupations (Australian Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry, 2022). School-based apprenticeships and traineeships were introduced to 
enable school students to commence part-time apprenticeships and receive payment for 
being in the workforce (Misko et al., 2017).  
 
VETiS is of significant political, economic and policy interest to Australia as the nation 
emerges from the social and economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic (National Skills 
Commission, 2020). Current economic conditions make the education of secondary 
students and the choices they make about their employment futures of importance to the 
nation (Gonski & Shergold, 2021). Approximately 27% of all secondary students, aged 15 
to 19, study a VET program while at school. In 2023, there were 252,105 VETiS students, 
consisting of 19,310 school-based apprentices and trainees, and 232,795 students studying 
other VET programs (National Centre for Vocational Education Research [NCVER], 
2024).  
 
Australia is grappling with a general teacher shortage (Australian Government 
Department of Education, 2022). Within this climate, schools endeavour to recruit and 
retain teaching staff to provide their students with quality learning experiences. For 
subjects deemed hard-to-staff, schools frequently allocate subjects to teachers who do not 
have the relevant subject expertise―a practice known as out-of-field teaching. Teachers 
are considered out-of-field when their discipline specialisation is “in no way related to the 
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subject they are required to teach” (AITSL, 2021b, p. 25). Teachers lacking subject 
content expertise and pedagogical content knowledge cannot optimally teach subjects that 
they are not qualified to teach (Du Plessis, 2019). Out-of-field teaching has a history of 
being linked to poor student performance (Ingersoll, 2001; Porsch & Whannell, 2019). 
VET is the subject area most often taught by out-of-field teachers in Australian schools, at 
84% (AITSL, 2021b). 
 
The VET teacher shortage has compelled schools to resort to a variety of workaround 
solutions to staff VETiS programs (AITSL, 2021b; Brown, 2017; O'Reilly-Briggs et al., 
2021). To address the prevalence of out-of-field VET teaching in Australian schools, the 
overarching body responsible for providing the standards of teacher accreditation, the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), recommends that 
“systems, sectors, and schools provide supports for industry professionals and VET 
trainers/assessors to enter and complete ITE” (AITSL, 2021a, p. 6). It should be noted 
that while Australia struggles to produce a supply of suitably qualified VET teachers to 
teach vocational programs in schools, the nation is concomitantly looking to enhance the 
perception and status of VET in Australian society. We argue that the introduction of 
suitable ITE courses to produce a sustainable supply of ITE-qualified VET teachers will 
assist in elevating the status and standing of VET in Australian society.  
 
Secondary teaching qualifications in Australia 
 
Teaching candidates are required to complete an accredited ITE qualification at an 
undergraduate, bachelor, or postgraduate, masters level. All ITE courses are designed to 
ensure that graduates meet a common set of nationally developed Professional Standards for 
Teachers (AITSL, 2017). ITE programs are accredited by teacher regulatory authorities 
within each Australian state and territory. Pre-service secondary teachers are usually 
required to select two areas of specialisation to be qualified to teach these subjects (e.g., 
English and history, or science and maths). To graduate with a VET specialisation, 
secondary teachers qualified to teach VET subjects need to study VET curriculum and 
pedagogy. In practical terms, design and technologies (DT) is often a complementary 
second specialisation. VET and DT, taken in tandem, would enable graduates to teach DT 
in Years 7-10 in addition to VET studies in Years 10-12. For example, a carpenter 
qualified by apprenticeship1 with an ITE specialisation in DT and VET could teach 
woodwork technology in Years 7-10, and Certificate III in Carpentry.  
 
The ideal VET school teacher has been described as being “triple qualified” (AITSL, 
2021a, p. 5) when they have (a) an ITE degree; (b) a Certificate in Training and 
Assessment (TAE); and (c) vocational qualifications, industry experience and currency. A 
stocktake study of Australian secondary ITE providers conducted by Fogelgarn et al. 
(2024) in 2022 identified only two providers of 132 offering a VET specialisation, 
rendering ITE-qualified VET teachers “an endangered species” (AITSL, 2021a, p. 5).  

 
1 In Australia, apprenticeships leading to craft trade qualifications take approximately four 
years to complete. 
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Alternative authorisation to teach VET in schools 
 
All schoolteachers in Australia are legally required to maintain registration to teach in their 
state or territory (AITSL, 2024). For hard-to-staff school programs, principals can apply 
for temporary approval from state-based independent statutory authorities for the 
teaching profession to employ non-ITE-qualified personnel. The Framework for Teacher 
Registration in Australia (AITSL, 2024), states that “alternative authorisation to teach” may 
be granted “to address workforce shortages” (p. 5). Special approval is known by various 
names in the different states and territories. 
 
As a way of understanding alternative authorisation to teach VET in schools, we use the 
state of Victoria as a case in point. In Victoria, the alternative authorisation to teach hard-
to-staff subjects is called Permission to Teach (PTT). Until 2016, the teacher regulatory 
authority in Victoria, the Victorian Institute of Teaching (VIT), required VET teachers to 
complete an ITE qualification to be registered to work in schools (Brown, 2017). From 
2016, the requirement for VET teachers to be teacher-qualified in Victoria was replaced 
with the authorisation, PTT (VET) (VIT, 2021b). While other PTT applicants in Victoria 
must be enrolled in an ITE degree, from 2016, this requirement was revoked for 
PTT(VET) holders. It is speculated that in the face of persistent VET teacher shortages 
and limited opportunities for mid-career industry experts to become qualified VET 
schoolteachers, PTT(VET) was introduced as a workaround solution. This solution has 
arguably contributed to the intensification of the shortage of triple-qualified VET 
schoolteachers, likely compromising the quality of VET available to school students (see 
Figure 1). 
 
While the availability of PTT(VET) may appear to be a quick-fix for schools, this practice 
raises broader questions concerning quality education, the para-professional status of VET 
trainers with PTT, and the status of VETiS more generally (O'Reilly-Briggs et al., 2023). 
Identifying practical ways to generate a sustainable supply of pedagogically prepared and 
ITE-qualified VET teachers for secondary schools in Australia was a key objective of the 
ISSI Fellowship. 
 
The status of VET in Australia 
 
The VET sector performs a pivotal role in skilling workers for industry. VETiS was 
designed to help students transition from school to work, which can lead to well-paid and 
fulfilling careers. Additionally, VET in secondary schools engages young people, obviating 
premature school leaving (Macdonald & Dunbar, 2015). Yet, low societal status afflicts 
VET in many countries, including Australia (Billett et al., 2022; Choy et al., 2020). VETiS 
is adversely affected by a lack of general schoolteachers’ knowledge and experience in 
vocational fields (Clarke, 2013). The perception in schools that VET is “lacking in some 
way” contributes to student confusion and uncertainty about VET (Gore et al., 2017, p. 
9). 
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Many young people and their parents do not consider VET as a potential pathway to the 
workforce, even when it may be more suitable for them than university (Billett, 2018). 
Compounding this issue, Australian schools are known to encourage their students 
towards university ahead of vocational pathways (Davis et al., 2022; Macklin, 2020). 
Shergold (2020) argued that attaining a competitive ATAR (Australian Tertiary Admission 
Rank) score for university entrance is prioritised; consolidating the vocational‒academic 
divide. 
 
The low status of VET (Billett et al., 2020; 2022; Gonski & Shergold, 2021; Joyce, 2019) 
has created a roadblock for Australian industries in need of qualified tradespeople and 
other vocationally competent workers to drive economic growth (Department of 
Employment and Workplace Relations, 2024). Billett et al. (2022, p. 2) cited Wyman et al. 
(2017) who proposed that "the 'university or bust' mentality is responsible for diverting 
Australian students away from VET at a time when the number of occupations on the 
national skills shortage list has increased”. These pervasive perceptions are arguably 
reinforcing the growing mismatch between employment opportunities and the skills 
young people are graduating with from school. (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, (2018). The low social status of VET in Australia maintains a 
deleterious cycle with profound implications for industry and the nation. 
 
Theoretical framework: Virtuous circles 
 
A virtuous circle refers to a beneficial situation where a favourable outcome leads to 
further favourable outcomes, creating a self-reinforcing loop of success or improvement. 
This concept is the antithesis of a vicious circle, where negative outcomes lead to further 
negative outcomes, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of decline or deterioration. The 
virtuous circle theory has been employed by researchers in various contexts, including 
economics (Krueger, 1993), commerce (Zucker & Darby, 2007), corporate culture 
(Prud'homme van Reine & Dankbaar, 2011), exercise science (Audiffren & André, 2019) 
and sustainable welfare (Hirvilammi, 2020). In the context of economics, a virtuous circle 
can occur when economic growth leads to increased employment, higher wages, greater 
consumer spending, and consequential increased economic growth.  
 
Hirvilammi (2020) contended that transformation to a better and more sustainable system 
requires rethinking foundational assumptions that perpetuate unchallenged social 
outcomes. The virtuous circle of viable VET ITE proposed in this article depicts the 
transformational potential of accessible VET specialisation ITE for vocational experts. 
Having pedagogically qualified industry experts teaching VETiS will likely improve the 
status, quality and uptake of school-based VET. Drawing on Hirvilammi (2020), we 
present the virtuous circle of Finnish and Norwegian VET education as a representational 
framework of an education system which bolsters the status of VET teaching, VET 
teachers and VET student experience.  
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One of the key attributes of vicious circle theory is the educative step of identifying and 
disrupting self-perpetuating detrimental paradigms (Särkelä, 2022). The first author 
addressed this within her Fellowship study (O'Reilly-Briggs, 2023). 
 
Impetus for ISSI Fellowship study 
 
The first author, with a background in VET education and ITE VET programs in 
Australia, was aware of the worldwide shortage of ITE qualified VET teachers. The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) report, Teachers and 
leaders in VET, elaborated upon the qualification pathways of ITE VET programs 
internationally (OECD, 2021). The first author recognised that Finland and Norway 
offered VET ITE in ways that were potentially compatible with, and transferable to, the 
Australian education system. 
 
The argument was presented to the ISSI panel that VETiS teacher shortages negatively 
impact VETiS, likely deterring young people from choosing VET subjects at school and 
pursuing vocational pathways. Relatively low Australian participation in VETiS 
undermines the government's intention to encourage young people to take up 
apprenticeships and other vocational pathways into the workforce. Therefore, there is a 
need to identify ways to counteract this trend and build a sustainable supply of VETiS 
schoolteachers.  
 
Tradespeople in Australia (e.g., carpenters, electricians, hairdressers, chefs) and other mid-
career professionals (e.g., graphic designers, IT consultants, sales assistants) who want to 
become VET secondary teachers encounter multiple barriers in accessing suitable ITE 
programs. These experts, with their lived industry experience, would potentially make 
excellent ITE-qualified vocational schoolteachers. Achieving this qualification would 
mean finding a bachelor level ITE course and committing to four years full-time study in 
addition to their existing industry qualifications and experience. Currently, there is no 
expeditious way of increasing the supply of ITE-qualified VET teachers to raise the 
quality of VET teaching offered to secondary school students. In contrast, Norway and 
Finland have found sustainable ways of producing ITE-qualified VET secondary teachers 
to staff their nation’s upper-secondary schools. 
 
On this basis, Karen O’Reilly-Briggs was awarded an applied research ISSI Fellowship 
supported by the Victorian Skills Authority, an administrative office of the Victorian 
Government. The investigation was designed to acquire knowledge from Norway and 
Finland to inform the development of Australian VET ITE programs. The Fellowship 
further aimed to identify ways to:  
 
• remove barriers for Australian tradespeople and other vocational professionals 

wanting to enter the secondary teaching profession; 
• create viable pathways for tradespeople and other vocationally qualified professionals 

in Australia to attain a VET secondary teaching qualification; 
• elevate the standing, status and quality of VET in Australia.  
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Method 
 
This investigation was conducted as an applied research study with Human Research 
Ethics Committee approval from Victoria University (HRE22–015). Applied research is 
original research that specifically addresses real-world problem-solving for a practical 
purpose (Beddie & Simon, 2017). ISSI Fellowships require the researcher to travel 
overseas to learn and report findings relating to resolving skill deficiencies in Australia. An 
overarching aim was to understand how Norway and Finland sustain VET schoolteacher 
supply, in order to improve VET secondary school student experiences to ultimately 
benefit the Australian VET sector. 
 
To inform the study, the first author conducted a document audit of the ITE of VET 
school-teaching systems in Norway and Finland, which contributed to the findings. Prior 
to travel, universities offering ITE VET were contacted. One ITE Institute in Norway 
and one in Finland extended invitations to visit and interview VET ITE academics. These 
institutes were sent documents pertaining to the study in advance, including background 
information, participation criteria, a participant information statement, a list of research 
questions and a consent form. Opportunistic recruitment was also implemented while on 
location. 
 
During the travel component of the study, participants from the participating universities 
were identified and invited for an interview. Two teaching academics from Finland (n = 2) 
and four from Norway (n = 4) agreed to participate in the study. The opportunity to visit 
one upper-secondary school in Finland enabled the interviewing of VET teachers (n = 2) 
providing additional relevant data. The total data set included eight participants (N = 8). 
 
Interviews were conducted during the international travel component and others were 
conducted post-travel in late-May 2022 via video conferencing. All research questions 
were designed to elicit information about two key areas: the ITE of VET schoolteachers 
and the perceived status of VET. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in English. 
Participation was voluntary and participants were free to withdraw their participation 
without consequence. No participant exercised this right. Audio recordings of interviews 
were transcribed, de-identified and pseudonyms protected anonymity. 
 
Transcripts were member-checked, and interview data was analysed through reflexive content 
analysis (Nicmanis, 2024). This is an analytical approach where the researcher utilises the 
explicit meaning of the data and provides a who, what, when and where information 
description of the dataset. The first author collated answers for each question in a table 
that separated the Norway and Finland contexts. Data were iteratively reviewed to 
compare and distil the content. Subsequently a condensed version of the interview data 
produced descriptive findings. 
 
We acknowledge the limitations of this small pilot study which include: small sample size, 
travel and time constraints and limited ability to source potential candidates. In Finland 
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teacher-educators and schoolteachers were interviewed, while in Norway only teacher-
educator academics from one university were interviewed. 
 
Selected findings are presented before being discussed in relation to vicious circle theory 
(Fogelgarn et al., 2024). Our Findings section is a synthesis of data derived from the 
document audit and both paraphrased and verbatim quotes from participants. 
 
Findings 
 
The ITE of upper-secondary VET teachers in Norway 
 
ITE qualified VET teachers are responsible for school-based upper-secondary VET 
programs in Norway. All ITE programs are regulated on a national level by the Ministry 
of Education and Research with rigorous entry standards. There are three types of 
teacher-educator programs offering ITE for VET schoolteachers: (i) bachelor level, (ii) 
the Praktisk-Pedagogisk Utdanning (PPU) or Practical Pedagogical Pathway, and (iii) one year 
postgraduate/masters certification in education (O'Reilly-Briggs, 2023).  
 
(i) Bachelor level program 
The bachelor level program requires pre-service teachers (PSTs) to complete a three-year 
VET teacher training program consisting of vocational subjects guided by pedagogical 
practice (pedagogy and didactics) and vocational subjects with guided vocational practice. 
PSTs must complete a minimum of 130 days of placement, and in their third year of 
study, also complete a thesis.  
 
(ii) Praktisk-pedagogisk utdanning (PPU) [The practical pedagogical pathway] 
After completing an apprenticeship, candidates with 3‒5 years of industry experience in 
their trade can enrol in a PPU. Candidates who do not have an undergraduate 
qualification can undertake one year of general study skills to prepare for the PPU. The 
PPU is a one-year higher education program of pedagogical and didactic study (equivalent 
to ITE), which prepares vocational experts to teach in secondary schools. 
 
(iii) One year postgraduate/masters certification in education 
Admission to the one-year postgraduate (masters) program requires candidates to have a 
trade certificate, two years of work experience and two years of higher-vocational 
education or a bachelor degree from a relevant profession (Lyckander, 2024). The one-
year masters program consists of education theory and practice, pedagogy, didactics, and 
60 days of teaching practice (European Commission, n.d.).  
 
The ITE of upper-secondary VET teachers in Finland  
 
Schools can only employ VET teachers in Finland with academic qualifications. Since the 
mid-1990s, all VET teachers have been educated at universities of applied science (Kaiser, 
2021). Teaching is one of the most respected professions in Finland. The high status of 
the profession makes it difficult to enter. VET teachers in Finland are highly educated, 
with only one-fifth of applicants to VET ITE programs being accepted (Isacsson et al., 
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2019). University education is financed by the government with caps on students entering 
ITE programs, enabling monitoring of graduate numbers.  
 
In Finland, all VET teachers must have a bachelor degree or equivalent, three-years of 
industry experience, as well as a one-year pedagogical ITE qualification. In occupations 
where no suitable bachelor program exists (e.g., traditional trades) entering an ITE 
program is contingent upon the candidate achieving the highest qualification in their 
vocational field with three-years of industry experience (Laukia, 2013). Finland’s 
commitment to lifelong learning and its “no dead ends” education principle makes this 
possible (Ouakrim-Soivio & Kupiainen, 2023).  
 
Status of VET in Norway  
 
Norway is a leader in terms of how it develops and uses the vocational skills of its citizens 
(OECD, 2020). More than 50% of students in Norway study VET in upper-secondary 
schools (Anna Cecilia et al., 2023), significantly above the OECD average. VET plays an 
important role in Norway and is integrated with academic pathways in upper-secondary 
schools (Cedefop, 2017).  
 
The status of VET in Norway has fluctuated in recent decades (Hiim, 2020). One 
Fellowship participant, Julia, felt that “In the past 10 years, … the status of the VET 
teachers [has] been … elevated” and attributed this to the Norwegian government 
program, Yrkesfaglærerløftet (vocational teacher promise). Another participant, Lukas, stated 
“I think vocation teachers [have] the same [status as] the other teachers”. Amelia felt that 
“[VET] is quite prestigious”. Several participants indicated that the prestige of VET 
depended on the geographical location. In rural areas, for example, where there are many 
crafts and trade qualified people, VET and VET teachers were believed to enjoy greater 
prestige.  
 
Like Finland, Norway’s education system has been constructed with a no dead ends 
policy. The enactment of this policy ensures that VET programs always lead to, and 
provide opportunities for, further study and the attainment of higher levels of 
qualification. Following VET studies in school, students can access university preparation 
to continue their education at university (Bäckman et al., 2011). After two years of upper-
secondary VET education, VET students can “choose … an academic kind of build-
upon” (Julia) to qualify for university entry. The flexibility of school programs in Norway 
and the intentional feasibility of moving from vocational to academic tracks and vice 
versa, enables students to change pathways without needing to negotiate significant 
barriers associated with the traditional vocational‒academic divide. This arguably 
contributes to a more equitable standing of academic and vocational pursuits. 
 
Status of VET in Finland  
 
Finnish senior secondary vocational education reforms commenced in the 1980s 
(Virolainen & Stenström, 2015). Changes made to VET over the past decades have 
improved the status, prestige, and participation in VET programs (Virolainen & 
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Stenström, 2015). Consequently, VET in Finland enjoys “high popularity and a good 
reputation” (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2019, p. 8).  
 
Public perception of VET is favourable, with 84% acknowledging VET’s positive image 
(Cedefop, 2019). The OECD (2023) reported that 68% of all upper-secondary students 
enrol in VET programs. Approximately 40% of school leavers enrol directly in VET 
(Finnish National Agency for Education, 2019). Mikael, a VET school teacher, indicated 
that “nowadays … the amount of people who [go] to the college or vocational line is 
50/50”. Hanna, a principal lecturer at a university of applied science, agreed with Mikael, 
“...50% chose to study … and apply to vocational schools”. 
 
In response to the question, Is VET teaching a well-regarded or prestigious profession in your 
country? Fredrik, a Director of a Finnish university of applied science, said that VET and 
VET teachers are well respected in Finland, more so than in neighbouring countries. 
Nonetheless, he thought that the “… appreciation of vocational education teachers is not 
as high as in general education, but not very much behind”. Automotive VET teacher, 
Mikael, thought that there may be a slight difference in the level of respect afforded VET 
compared with general teachers. “[I]t's maybe the little gap … in the respect. I don't 
know. Maybe …”. 
 
Finland has established education pathways from compulsory schooling to higher levels of 
education that ensure “no dead ends” (Laukia et al., 2017, p. 31). The system has been 
carefully designed so that students can transition from basic to academic or vocational 
education, from vocational to academic, and between different types of universities. “So 
even if you chose the vocational school … there is a possibility to apply for academic 
universities as well as universities of applied sciences. That’s something that is [a] very 
important principle in our educational system” (Hanna). Flexible pathways ensure that 
VET remains socially esteemed.  
 
VET teachers in Finland are trusted professionals holding key positions to develop and 
change VET. The intellectual challenges of the curriculum and the satisfaction that one 
has been admitted into a highly respected profession mean that very few leave teaching 
once qualified (O'Reilly-Briggs, 2023). 
 
Transitioning from industry to VET teaching in Norway 
 
The most popular pathway mid-career professionals choose to enter the VET teaching 
profession in Norway is via the PPU. PSTs can study ITE while also teaching part-time in 
a school. PSTs are not permitted to be employed by a school full-time until they have 
completed their ITE qualification. For ITE candidates working part-time in a school, their 
theoretical coursework is largely linked to their teaching practice, with their assessment 
typically based on these experiences. Amelia thought that the bespoke nature of ITE is 
“extremely important … [as] … they can take their teacher education part-time while they 
are working as teachers.”  
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Transitioning from industry to VET teaching in Finland 
 
Mid-career professionals embarking on a career change to VET school teaching require a 
relevant university degree to gain an ITE qualification. As previously stated, where a 
degree is not offered in the candidate’s field, the candidate must demonstrate that they 
have obtained the highest qualification possible in their vocation and three-years of 
professional industry experience.  
 
VET teacher Mikael explained that studying for a teaching qualification in higher 
education while concomitantly working in an upper-secondary school is how most 
industry experts enter the VET teaching profession. As in Norway, PSTs have a three-year 
window to complete their ITE qualification. As Fredrik explained,  
 

if you want to become a vocational teacher … you must have [a] … bachelor level … 
either here in the university of applied sciences or scientific university. Then, you must 
have [a] minimum three years' work experience in your own field, technical sector or 
business sector, and then you are free to apply for these pedagogical studies. [I]f you 
fulfill these three requirements, you are [a] fully qualified teacher. You will receive a 
permanent position and full salary. This is the path for [a] vocational subject teacher. 

 
Business teacher, Aada, already had a masters degree when she decided to become an 
upper-secondary VET teacher. She felt that she had hit a glass-ceiling in the business 
world and decided to pursue a more worthwhile career in teaching instead. She explained 
that as a teacher, she has many more freedoms, can make many decisions, and can also 
speak her mind – a sense of agency she was denied in the business world. “I [was] fed up 
… It's so hard … I got bored hitting my head to that [glass ceiling], and decided to do 
something else … something that I think is worthwhile … with young people, I think it's 
the best investment in the future”. 
 
ITE flexibilities in Norway 
 
The structure and delivery of ITE for VET teachers is flexible, differing between higher 
education providers in Norway. For example, at the university visited by the first author, 
there are no regular weekly classes for students. Instead, PSTs have six gatherings per year 
where they meet on campus. 80% attendance is compulsory within the masters degree 
program. Julia, a university lecturer, explained that they try to offer courses on campus for 
those who prefer on-campus study. They also offer part-time enrolment to suit the 
schedule of busy students juggling life, work and study. There is “a very tough screening 
process” for acceptance into an ITE VET course. One of the intentionally flexible ITE 
VET courses is described by Julia. 
 

In order to recruit them, we need to be willing to sort of ... in Norwegian, it's called 
“skreddersy”, which means to tailor a course according to the needs of the student. So 
we are trying to offer courses on campus for those who prefer that, because sometimes 
you need to meet and do things physically and use the tools and learn how to teach your 
craft together with others. But very often, we need to offer the teaching or the course as 
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part-time so it will fit the schedule and the busy life of the students trying to juggle 
private life, work, studies on the side. 

 
ITE flexibilities in Finland 
 
Once a person becomes interested in pursuing a VET teaching career in Finland, they can 
apply for a position as a substitute teacher in an upper-secondary school. While 
concurrently studying an ITE program, assessment tasks are designed so that their own 
teaching work is the basis for assessment. These programs use inquiry and competency-
based approaches. As Hanna described, 
 

[i]f they work in school as a substitute teacher or non-qualified teacher … they can 
continue their studies. Then, they get the salary of course. Then … they can use their 
work as a kind of platform for their studies. 

 
Finnish ITE VET programs utilise competency-based training and assessment methods 
including self and peer assessment, and candidates can receive recognition of prior 
learning for skills they can demonstrate. The ITE program that Hanna teaches is one-
academic year in length, although this timeframe can be extended to two years if 
necessary. This ITE VET qualification is a professional teaching qualification that elevates 
graduates to the same professional level and status as general upper-secondary 
schoolteachers. Hanna explained that these studies cannot be rushed and that students 
need to engage in self-directed and interactive study, test completion, work collaboratively 
with other students, and develop competencies in different areas.  
 

Many times our students say … ‘Tell me what to do. What are the assignments? What are 
the criteria? How many pages, what to do, when and what?’ We say …well, hold on. Be 
patient. You have to figure out what you need to develop. What type of competencies 
[do] you need to develop?’ 

 
PSTs can adjust their studies to accommodate their work and personal life. Aada 
explained that when she was studying for her ITE qualification, she was able to attend 
lessons on Saturdays and Fridays one-day per month. This schedule made it easy for her 
to coordinate her time between study and work. It took her one-and-a-half years to 
complete her qualification, and she felt that this arrangement worked well.  
 
Supports for PSTs in Norway 
 
Public education is free in Norway. Different counties in Norway offer incentives to 
citizens such as scholarships to cover travel costs and funding for candidates who want to 
become ITE-qualified VET teachers. Amelia explained that because most students 
studying an ITE course are already working in schools, and higher education is free, 
students rarely need further financial support. Agnete explained that some schools 
supported their PSTs more than others. For example, some ITE candidates are given days 
off to attend university, with their principals arranging fill-in teachers to support their 
classes. 
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Supports for PSTs in Finland  
 
As in Norway, all public education is free in Finland. Many pre-service VET teachers 
already work as part-time teachers while studying, so may not require additional financial 
support. Guidance advisors can assist teaching candidates with expert help. Candidates 
who have worked in industry for a significant period, who return to full-time study, can 
apply for financial study support. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Vicious circle of low-status Victorian (Australian) 
VET education (Fogelgarn et al., 2024, p. 46) 
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Discussion 
 
Vicious and virtuous circles of VET ITE 
 
The Australian government has acknowledged the need to lift the quality and status of 
VET for the benefit of the nation (Standing Committee on Employment Education and 
Training, 2024). However, VET’s low status will remain entrenched until policies 
authorising non ITE-qualified staff to teach VETiS are reformed. Norwegian and Finnish 
practices demonstrate that authorisation status such as PTT(VET) could be granted with 
mandated, concurrent enrolment in a high-quality ITE course. Triple-qualified VET 
teachers (see section Secondary teaching qualifications in Australia) would then have the 
same qualifications and opportunities as other teachers in secondary schools.  
 
We argue that policies such as PTT(VET), support a vicious circle. This negative cycle has 
been identified as an “educational problem with ramifications for … staff and students 
involved in the teaching of VET” in secondary schools (Fogelgarn et al., 2024, p. 45). 
PTT(VET) has been conceptualised and presented as a “vicious circle, where the low 
status of VET is propagated within a closed system” (p. 45). Such is the case for VET 
trainers with PTT(VET) who labour without opportunity to attain parity with other 
secondary teachers. 
 
The conceptual vicious circle (Figure 1) that contributes to, and reinforces, the low status 
of Victorian VET education, is presented as a circle with interdependent steps. Each step 
leads to the subsequent step until the circuit is complete.  
 
A virtuous VET circle was described by Fogelgarn et al. (2024) as a disruptor to the vicious 
VET circle. The virtuous circle has origins in social policy that contributed toward 
economic growth in discourses of the 1930s (Hirvilammi, 2020). Recently, with the impact 
of environmental concerns, virtuous circles, like circular economies, are designed to 
disrupt interdependent elements of a vicious circle by designing-out harmful components 
in favour of sustainable regeneration (Macarthur, 2018). In response to the elements of 
the VET vicious circle, which depicts the Victorian VET school teaching context, a 
virtuous circle of ITE for VET schoolteachers in Norway and Finland is presented as a 
contrast (Figure 2). 
 
Contrasting VET vicious and virtuous circles 
 
The status of VET  
Fellowship findings revealed that the status of VET in Norway and Finland is relatively 
high. In these countries VET schoolteachers’ professional standing is on par with general 
schoolteachers in upper-secondary schools. In contrast, VET retains a relatively low status 
in Australia. Academic subjects are promoted by teachers, career counsellors, and families 
over VET programs. Community expectations reinforce the enduring vocational‒
academic divide (Billett et al., 2020). Australian students with low academic self-efficacy 
are often counselled to study VET as the non-academic pathway (Choy et al., 2020). An 
estimated 27% of Australian senior secondary students undertake VET programs 
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(NCVER, 2024). In contrast, approximately 68% of upper-secondary students in Finland 
(OECD, 2023) and more than 50% in Norway (Anna Cecilia, et al., 2023) choose a VET 
pathway.  
 

 
 

Figure 2: Virtuous circle of VET and VET ITE in Norway and Finland 
 
The supply of ITE qualified VET teachers  
In Australia, the demand outweighs the supply of industry-experienced ITE qualified 
VET schoolteachers. The introduction of PTT(VET) was a strategic policy move to 
redress this imbalance in Victoria. The demand for VET teachers in Norway is in balance 
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with supply, while in Finland, the supply of industry-experienced ITE qualified VET 
schoolteachers essentially meets demand (OECD, 2021). 
 
Teaching VET in schools 
Non-ITE-qualified VET trainers are permitted to teach in schools once granted 
PTT(VET). Trainers with PTT(VET) may teach VETiS without concurrent enrolment in 
an ITE degree. Rigorous pedagogical study is necessary to develop the “knowledge of and 
experience in effective teaching for learners who often struggle with academic study” 
(OECD, 2021, p. 86).  
 
In contrast, Norway and Finland prioritise VET pedagogy and the ITE qualification of 
their VET secondary schoolteachers. In Norway and Finland, PSTs enrolled in an ITE 
program teach in schools while concomitantly working towards a professional teaching 
qualification.  
 
Incentive to gain an ITE qualification 
Authorisation to teach VETiS (e.g., PTT(VET)), integral to the VET vicious circle, is a 
disincentive to commence an ITE degree with a VET specialisation. Conversely, gaining 
an ITE qualification in Finland and Norway is manageable with flexible study options 
designed to complement concurrent employment in schools. Free, flexible and equitable 
access to higher education and the benefits of a professional position are additional 
incentives to complete an ITE qualification.  
 
Viability of ITE VET courses 
ITE degrees with VET specialisation are deemed unviable for Australian universities that 
operate in a marketised environment (Fogelgarn, et al., 2024). Whereas, educational policy 
reforms in Norway and Finland to improve vocational senior secondary education, 
created a need for universities to offer ITE programs with a VET specialisation (Hiim, 
2020; Virolainen & Stenström, 2015).  
 
Staffing VET programs in schools 
Insufficient supply of qualified VET teachers forces schools to staff VET programs with 
authorisations such as PTT(VET) or out-of-field teachers (Fogelgarn et al., 2024). Out-of-
field teaching and non-ITE-qualified staff contribute to lower-quality school education 
(Du Plessis, 2019). In contrast, Norway and Finland staff VET programs in upper-
secondary schools with ITE qualified VET teachers or vocational experts enrolled in ITE 
programs (O'Reilly-Briggs, 2024). 
 
Parity of esteem 
The prevalence of non-ITE-qualified VET staff in Australian schools contributes to the 
perception that VET is “lacking in some way” (Gore et al., 2017, p. 27) when other 
subjects must be taught by qualified teachers or PSTs completing an ITE degree. 
Fellowship findings suggest that ITE-qualified VET teachers who are pedagogically 
knowledgeable and skilled, provide an equitable student learning experience. This leads to 
parity of esteem for VET teachers and elevates the status of vocational pathways. 
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Conclusion 
 
The Australian government has acknowledged the need to lift the quality and status of 
VETiS. The scarcity of ITE-qualified VET teachers has become normative. Policymakers 
need to find an urgent resolution to the VET qualified school-teacher shortage. The 
paucity of ITE options for mid-career industry experts to become qualified VET 
schoolteachers reinforces the vicious VET circle, compromising student learning 
experiences and further eroding the status of VET in Australian society.  
 
Based on the findings of an international applied research Fellowship, we have argued that 
Australia would do well to heed the practices of countries such as Norway and Finland 
that produce a sustainable supply of ITE-qualified VET teachers for their upper-
secondary school systems. These findings demonstrate that VET pathways likely achieve 
higher social status when taught by vocational experts with lived industry experience and 
ITE qualifications. More research is needed to quantify the extent and impact of the 
Australian qualified VET schoolteacher shortage on the status of, and enrolment in, 
VETiS. Adopting best international practice holds hope for boosting the relatively low 
status and uptake of VET in Australian schools. The virtuous VET circle demonstrates 
how in Norway and Finland, the ‘no dead ends’ approach to education system design 
enables a sustainable supply of ITE-qualified VET teachers and bridges the vocational‒
academic divide.  
 
Using conceptual vicious and virtuous circle models, our article considers the relatively low-
status of Australian VET compared with the high-status of VET in Norway and Finland. 
We have presented an argument for the adoption of flexible ITE courses with VET 
specialisation to address VET teacher shortages and raise the status of VET in Australia. 
We note that Finnish and Norwegian universities offer ITE with VET specialisation as an 
outcome from decades of government investment, and a forward-thinking VET policy 
enactment. Policymakers hold the power to transform the status of Australian VETiS.  
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