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INTRODUCTION 

In preparation for the implementation of the newly endorsed “Herning Declaration on attractive and 

inclusive Vocational Education and Training for increased competitiveness and quality jobs 

2026-2030”1, the Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions (OBESSU) and the European 

Apprentices Network (EAN), as the main representatives of apprentices and learners in Vocational 

Education and Training (VET) in Europe, take the opportunity to integrate their perspectives into the 

implementation process. 

During the past five years, we regret seeing that many deliverables of the Osnabrück Declaration 

have not been realised by Member States. According to a policy brief by CEDEFOP and ETF2, 

National Implementation Plans (NIPs) have prioritised agility, innovation, and curriculum 

modernisation over inclusiveness, attractiveness, and quality assurance. As reflected by our 2023 

Position Paper on VNIL3, validation of non-formal and informal learning continues to present 

significant challenges.  

Sustainability efforts have not yet matched policy ambitions, as the integration of green skills into 

curricula is still at an early stage in many countries. Although VET graduates' employment rates and 

participation in work-based learning (WBL), including apprenticeships, have surpassed initial targets, 

these gains have not been paralleled by improvements in learners’ social and labour protections. 

Moreover, efforts to foster a Lifelong Learning culture in VET have been largely confined to reskilling 

and upskilling initiatives, failing to adopt a more holistic approach. Finally, mobility and 

internationalisation targets have also not been met, primarily because most countries lack dedicated 

internationalisation strategies. 

3 OBESSU, Position Paper on Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning (NFIL), 2023. 
https://obessu.org/site/assets/files/3230/position_paper_on_vnfil.pdf 

2 Cedefop & ETF, Towards EU priorities: 2021-25 progress: insights from monitoring and analysis.  Publications Office of the European Union. Policy brief. 
May 2025. https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/9205 

1 Which took place at the Informal Meeting of education ministers responsible for vocational education and training in Herning (DK), on September 12, 
2025 

 

https://obessu.org/site/assets/files/3230/position_paper_on_vnfil.pdf
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/9205
https://danish-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/events/informal-meeting-of-education-ministers-11-129/


  
GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Reflecting on these results, and acknowledging the European Commission’s ambition to “develop an 

attractive and innovative vocational education and training (VET) system”4, OBESSU and the EAN 

welcome the Herning Declaration as a framework that can address the aforementioned 

implementation gaps and guide Member States towards developing more inclusive and attractive 

VET systems. 

We first wish to commend the Declaration’s strong focus on enhancing the attractiveness of 

Vocational Education and Training (Actions 1, 2, 6, and 7), which aligns with the EAN’s Key Priorities 

5 ∼ Promoting Apprenticeships, 6 ∼ Anti-discrimination, and 7 ∼ Accessible Information5. We particularly 

appreciate that the Declaration aims to do so through quality enhancement, awareness raising, career 

guidance, teachers’ professional development, and improvement of working conditions and 

environments.  

This directly responds to our Members’ concerns about the lack of structured mechanisms to inform 

learners and guide them through the complex landscape of VET systems and apprenticeship 

opportunities. At the same time, being strong advocates of inclusive learning mobility, we express 

our support for the promotion and facilitation of mobility for learners, teachers, and trainers (Action 

11), as a way to internationalise VET and apprenticeship programmes and to foster European identity 

and civic engagement 

SPECIFIC POSITIONS 

Although appreciating the Declaration’s overall vision and objectives, we, in consultation with EAN's 

Member Organisations and national representatives of apprentices, also recognise the need for 

further refinement in some areas in order to fully realise the Declaration’s transformative potential. 

 

 

5 European Apprentices Network. Key Priorities for Quality Apprenticeships. https://shorturl.at/ET0Jf 

4 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. The Union of Skills. Brussels. 5 March 2025 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0090 

 

https://shorturl.at/ET0Jf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0090


  
Consequently, we suggest that the following points be addressed: 

●​ Actions 1, 3, 4, 10: While acknowledging the importance of aligning VET systems with labour 

market needs, the implementation of these Actions risks being reduced to only achieving this 

objective.  

As stated in our Position Paper on the Osnabrück Declaration6, the market-oriented character of 

such frameworks hazards leading Member States to overlook other essential educational 

components of VET and apprenticeship programmes, such as personal, civic, and interpersonal 

development. 

●​ Actions 3, 5, 6: While understanding the need for a broader Declaration that grants Member States 

strategic autonomy in the implementation phase, we believe that the presence of specific 

measurable targets for some Actions (2, 6, and 11) may lead NIPs to prioritise them, potentially at 

the expense of other equally important actions. Therefore, we recommend ensuring that similar 

qualitative and quantitative targets are introduced across all relevant actions when it comes to 

national implementation. Specifically, we suggest: 

○​ aiming for clear policy participation and engagement targets under Action 3, which should 

explicitly reference apprentices (as they are not always recognised as social partners); 

and 

○​ setting concrete goals for Action 6, drawing inspiration from our 2023 Survey on the 

Mental Health and Well-being of Apprentices7, as well as other EU policies such as the 

2023 EC Communication on a comprehensive approach to mental health8 and its tracking 

framework.9 

●​ Action 8: We strongly commend the attention dedicated to well-being within VET systems. 

However, VET learners and apprentices face specific challenges, which may not be shared by other 

members of the VET community.  

9 European Commission. Tracking framework for the implementation of the Commission Communication on a comprehensive approach to mental health. 10 
October 2024. https://shorturl.at/EyIGd 

8 European Commission. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on a comprehensive approach to mental health. 7 June 2023. https://shorturl.at/yd2nT 

7 European Apprentices Network. Survey on the mental health and well-being of apprentices. 2024. https://shorturl.at/qU1k0 

6 OBESSU & EAN. Position Paper on the Learners' Perspective on the Osnabrück Declaration. https://shorturl.at/fXQ3z 
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To ensure a basic level of prevention and protection, we recommend all Member States to 

implement this action with specific recommendations, red lines, and/or strategic focus areas, 

drawing inspiration from the aforementioned EAN’s Survey on mental health. 

●​ Action 12: While supporting the digitalisation of VET and apprenticeship programmes, we also 

believe digital technologies’ potential, reliability, and responsible usage can be  achieved only if 

digital education is holistic. In line with the principles of Lifelong Learning, we invite all Member 

States to ensure VET learners and apprentices are equipped not only with digital skills for learning 

and/or working purposes, but also for transversal competences such as digital citizenship, ethics, 

and responsible online engagement. 

●​ Action 14: Recognising the coordinating and funding role of the European Union in VET and 

apprenticeship matters, we call for earmarking European programmes, such as Erasmus+, for 

projects and activities directed to VET learners, in line with the Union of Skills’s ambition to 

“strengthen Erasmus+ to make it more inclusive and accessible for all, with a particular focus on 

learners with fewer opportunities – including in VET.”10 

●​ Action 15: We strongly welcome the Declaration’s call for a new VET strategy. In anticipation of its 

drafting, we call on the European Commission and all Member States to ensure that it is developed 

with the inclusive, timely, and meaningful involvement of learners and apprentices’ representation 

bodies. As such, the EAN and OBESSU commit to collaborate with their Members and all relevant 

stakeholders to design and realise a new VET strategy that can concretely benefit all learners and 

apprentices. 

GAPS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Finally, we would like to reflect on what we see as the main shortcomings of the Herning Declaration 

when compared to its Osnabrück predecessor, and the political priorities of OBESSU, the EAN, and their 

Member Organisations. 

 

While recognising the document’s broad scope and ambition, we regret that the Osnabrück Declaration’s 

strong emphasis on the quality of VET and apprenticeship programmes has been reduced to a means for 
10 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. The Union of Skills. 

 



  
increasing attractiveness, rather than being upheld as a standalone goal. Quality should not be 

measured solely through employability and labour market relevance, but must also include learners’ 

experiences, wellbeing, and personal development. 

Secondly, we are concerned that the new Declaration fails to mention or propose actions to uphold the 

fundamental rights of VET learners and apprentices, as both learners and workers. While we recognise 

the diversity of national systems, we believe the EU must guide innovation and harmonisation in this 

area: the absence of any reference to apprentices’ rights risks leaving this critical issue unaddressed. 

Furthermore, in line with the EAN Key Priority 4 (Representation), we believe the Declaration should have 

responded to the current geopolitical context, shrinking civic spaces, and the rise of far-right movements 

by committing to promote and support democratic representation of VET learners and apprentices in 

Europe, in order to re-connect young people to democratic EU values. 

Lastly, we regret that the attention the Herning Declaration gives to the internationalisation of VET and 

apprenticeship programmes does not cover the related issue of mutual and automatic recognition of 

qualifications. This could potentially hinder the Union of Skills’ goal to “develop a common European 

framework for the automatic recognition of study qualifications and learning periods abroad.”11 

CONCLUSIONS 

Learners are experts in their own education. Therefore, OBESSU and the EAN wholeheartedly welcome 

the efforts made by European Institutions and Ministers in charge of VET to include their perspectives in 

the Herning Declaration and ensure they are considered as relevant stakeholders. 

As organisations, both OBESSU and the EAN remain committed to achieving the objectives of the 

Herning Declaration with all VET stakeholders, ensuring the outcomes will reflect VET learners and 

apprentices’ interests, as well as the EU’s commitment towards having a meaningful and long-lasting 

impact on their learning experiences. 

11 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. The Union of Skills. 

 


