
Educational reform driven by Swiss expertise 
Bulgaria is currently reforming its VET/PET system system to combat youth unemployment. 
The Swiss Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training is supporting the 
country’s efforts by providing expertise.  
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Bulgaria is currently in the process of reforming its vocational education and training system with the 
primary aim of tackling its high level of youth unemployment. The Swiss Federal Institute for Vocational 
Education and Training (SFIVET) is helping the country develop dual-track VET/PET courses based on the 
Swiss model and to provide competence-based training for teachers. But the Bulgarian parliament still 
needs to make some legislative changes. 
 
Vocational schools and practice 
 
The 15 September 2015 was a successful day for the staff of SFIVET and its Bulgarian partners as it 
marked the start of a new school year for the first apprentices enrolled on a dual-track VET/PET course. 
Since then, 81 young people in Bulgaria have been training to become dairy technologists and mechanical 
engineers. Based on the model of the Swiss dual-track VET/PET system, students attend vocational 
schools in Sofia and Kazanlak and in parallel get the chance to put what they’ve learned into practice in 
businesses.  
 
Experts from SFIVET played a key role in designing these two courses: they worked with the responsible 
local trade associations to develop qualification profiles and training plans for experts in the milk 
processing and metalworking industries. In addition, they helped train Bulgarian VET/PET experts, 
teachers for vocational schools and operational mentors.  
 
These efforts were carried out as part of a project to reform the Bulgarian VET/PET system, which has 
received CHF 3 million of funding from the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). 
Bulgaria’s youth unemployment rate stands at 12 per cent and in some regions that figure is as high as 25 
per cent. The project aims to develop a dual-track education system drawing on Swiss expertise in this 
field. Vocational and professional education and training needs to be better geared to the requirements of 
the labour market and have greater practical relevance to help young professionals find jobs more easily.   
 
The successful launch of the first two courses in the autumn was a milestone, but a number of hurdles still 
need to be overcome to ensure the overall success of the project. For example, one difficulty lies in the fact 
that reforming the Bulgarian VET/PET system requires various legislative changes. Under current law, 
employing apprentices under 18 who mainly work in businesses and who only attend school for a few 
days would be deemed child labour.  
 
Another challenge is the inclusion of the numerous players involved, from various ministries to different 
partners from the VET sphere and private sector. There is some resistance to the project from Bulgarian 
vocational schools as teachers fear they may lose their jobs if the training of apprentices moves within 
businesses. Furthermore, the project needs businesses that are willing to train apprentices and that meet 
the relevant requirements, such as being able to provide professional support on the job. 
 
Transfer rather than export 
 
Education systems cannot be exported in the same way as industrial technologies, but instead have to be 
co-supported by partner countries. It is therefore not entirely apt to call such partnerships “education 
exports”, it would be more fitting to use the term “education transfers”. Transferring VET/PET elements 
into an education system cannot be achieved without local supporters, such as education ministries, 
training facilities and trade associations. 
This is why competence development is always at the heart of SFIVET’s cooperation activities: partner 
countries have to have their own VET/PET experts who can establish the system in the relevant country 
and act as multipliers. SFIVET’s bottom-up approach should also ensure that VET players in Bulgaria 
internalise the dual-track VET/PET system and that the new courses take account of the local situation. 
One thing is clear: it takes many years for a system as complex as dual-track VET/PET to become 
established in a country and to have an impact. 
 



The project in Bulgaria has got off to a promising start. Experts from SFIVET are currently devising 
training plans for the professions of chef, electrician and gas technician. These three dual-track courses 
will be added to the programme in 2016. Between now and 2019, a total of 1,200 apprentices are to 
receive dual-track training in ten vocational fields.  
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