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1. Introduction

Vocational education, alongside general education plays a pivotal role in ena-
bling learners to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills, thereby equipping
them to embark on a specific profession and achieve broader developmental
objectives (Wolk, 2022, p. 60). The 2017 education reform, enacted through
the Act of December 14, 2016, on the Education System (Journal of Laws 2023,
item 900), introduced substantial changes with regard to both structural and
organizational aspects.

The transformations in vocational education in Poland are intrinsically linked
to the political, economic, social, and cultural changes witnessed over the past
three decades. The decreasing interest in vocational education has become a per-
sistent challenge for both the Polish education system and employers. Following
the systemic transformation, vocational education has become less favored com-
pared to general education, despite offering numerous opportunities for personal
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development, particularly in facilitating entry into the workforce, which holds
significant value across generations (Solak, 2023, p. 15). The restoration of voca-
tional education’s high status and enhancement of its attractiveness for students
is a crucial issue that intersects with the professional development of individuals,
contributing to their personal growth and forming an integral component of their
holistic functioning (Wach-Kakolewicz, 2008, p. 57).

In light of recent developments and the challenges posed by the rapidly
evolving job market, a shift in perspective regarding vocational education is in-
creasingly evident. There is a growing consensus regarding the necessity of mod-
ernizing the Polish education system to better align it with the evolving economic
demands. Presently, both theorists in labour sciences and wider societal groups
recognize that “general education and vocational education are two complemen-
tary and indispensable processes for human development, and opposing them is
unfounded” (Szlosek, 2012, p. 38). The interrelationship between vocational and
general education fosters the effectiveness of the teaching process, as reflected in
the following goals associated with this correlation:

 Facilitating the transfer of knowledge from one subject area to others;

« Stimulating and advancing scientific thinking;

o Aiding in the understanding of the multifaceted applications of
knowledge;

« Developing a coherent worldview in students’ minds;

o Supporting technical students in the realization of advanced subjects in
alignment with their chosen profession;

«  Enabling graduates of vocational schools to acquire robust and adaptable
professional qualifications, interconnected with the broader body of
general knowledge;

 Enhancing the overall quality of education (Grzadziel, Kos-Gérczynska,
Stanczyk, Szczur, 2013, pp. 7-8).

It is argued that vocational education should adopt a comprehensive ap-
proach, fostering education through work, which involves preparing students
for professional practice (Baraniak, 2015, p. 149). This approach is not only
desirable but essential, given the dynamic shifts in labour market needs and the
growing demands for higher employee qualifications (Kwiatkowski, 2018, p. 31).
Consequently, conducting research into the quality of vocational education is
entirely justified, as it enables a deeper understanding of the factors influencing
the effectiveness of the educational process. The results of such research also
allow for the development of improved educational strategies and the adaptation
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of curricula to the shifting economic and social realities, thereby supporting the
development of both individuals and the broader economy.

2. Research Methodology

The aim of the study, conducted among representatives of the teaching staff,
was to gain insights into the current state of vocational education in post-sec-
ondary schools, particularly in relation to the changes initiated by the 2017
education reform.

The subject of this paper is the presentation of answers to the research
questions concerning the organization and offerings of vocational education,
referred to as vocational education quality standards (Dabrowska, Grzadziel,
Kaczmarek, Kos-Gorczynska, Stanczyk, 2013, p. 6).

These questions were as follows:

« How has the organization of vocational education in post-secondary

schools evolved after the 2017 education reform?

o To what extent does the vocational education offer in a given school align

with student interests and labour market requirements?

The research was conducted using focused group interviews, also known
as focus group discussions. The participants included teachers of both general
education and vocational subjects, employed in post-secondary schools offering
vocational education. A total of three focus group interviews were conducted,
involving 15 respondents. Each interview (A, B, and C) lasted approximately 150
minutes and followed a pre-prepared script.

3. Characteristics of the Participants

The study involved 15 teachers (8 women and 7 men), employed in schools located
in six Polish provinces: Mazowieckie, Wielkopolskie, Podlaskie, Kujawsko-Po-
morskie, Dolnoslaskie, and Lubelskie. The largest group of respondents (7 people)
worked in the Mazowieckie province. The participants represented various types
of educational institutions, including first-degree vocational schools (6 people),
technical schools (11 people), Vocational Education Centers (2 people), and
Continuing Education Centers (4 people). In addition to the type of school and
position, a key selection criterion for participants was a minimum of 5 years of
professional experience. As a result, the group included 3 individuals with 5 to
6 years of teaching experience, 7 with 7 to 14 years of professional experience,
and 5 respondents with at least 15 years of professional practice.




120 Emilia Palankiewicz-Mitrut

Table 1
Province Participant count (N)
Mazowieckie N=7
Wielkopolskie N=3
Podlaskie N=2
Kujawsko - pomorskie N=1
Dolnoslaskie N=1
Lubelskie N=1

Source: Own study

Table 2

Professional experience

Participant count (N)

From 5 to 6 years N=3
From 7 to 14 years N=7
Over 15 years N=5

Source: Own study

4. Results and Discussion

Organization of Vocational Education

The responses obtained indicate that, according to the participants of the group
interviews, one of the biggest problems regarding the organization of vocational
education is staff shortages. According to the respondents, vocational teachers
who have the necessary qualifications, supported by appropriate education and
experience (not just postgraduate studies), do not take up positions in schools,
which negatively impacts the quality of vocational education. The respondents
also complain about the lack of training and other forms of professional
development that would allow them to acquire new skills and competencies,
which, they claim, would contribute to better organization of work with students:

“There is a noticeable lack of a proper teaching base, lack of money to
support schools, and low teacher salaries — especially for vocational

teachers” (Respondent 1, Group C)

“There are no practical class teachers, or there are very few. Now
I am left alone at the school and I have to handle everything myself.
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Of course, there are support staff, but they usually stay for a year and
leave” (Respondent 5, Group B)

“The general problem is underfunding of schools and too few
practical teachers in vocational education.” (Respondent 4, Group A)
“It’s hard to find specialists for teaching — people teaching vocational
subjects don’t know them because they completed postgraduate
studies that didn’t teach them anything” (Respondent 4, Group A)

“There is a shortage of vocational teachers” (Respondent 2, Group C)

Respondents believe that a serious organizational challenge is the lack of ap-
propriate equipment and tools used during practical classes:

“In my opinion, the most important problem is the budget shortfall
to equip the workshops with modern equipment” (Respondent 5,
Group A)

“In vocational schools, there is too much theory and not enough
practice on modern equipment.” (Respondent 3, Group A)

One of the organizational changes aimed at improving the accessibility of voca-
tional education was the establishment of second-degree vocational schools,
where graduates of first-degree vocational schools could continue their edu-
cation. According to most of the respondents, such schools are unpopular
among students, and their creation is often viewed as a marketing ploy aimed
at improving the image of vocational education, without a real impact on the
quality of the education provided:

“There are very few second-degree vocational schools” (Re-
spondent 5, Group B)

“There are no students willing to study in vocational schools”
(Respondent 2, Group B)

“For me, second-degree vocational schools are only virtual - I haven’t
heard of anyone in my region planning to attend such a school”
(Respondent 2, Group C)
“A second-degree vocational school is a step backward, as it is the
same as the old evening school, and the new name is just marketing”
(Respondent 3, Group B)
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Another issue related to the organization of vocational education was the creation
of a new classification of vocational occupations, where each profession is assigned
to one of 32 industries. Some of the interviewees argue that this change is positive,
as the new structure is currently more transparent:

“A positive change is the reduction in the number of qualifications
compared to the 2012 reform.” (Respondent 5, Group B)

“In my opinion, the advantage is that previously there were three
vocational qualifications, and now there are two” (Respondent 2,
Group A)

A further development aimed at improving the quality of vocational education
concerning its organization was the new formula for vocational exams. Res-
pondents generally positively evaluate their mandatory nature and the fact that
a positive result in vocational exams, obtained by students of technical schools,
exempts them from the extended matriculation exam:

“It’s very important that students, especially those from technical
schools, have to take the exam because they feel more motivated to
study” (Respondent 4, Group B)

“The most motivating thing is that the points earned on the exam
exempt them from the extended matriculation exam.” (Respondent 4,
Group B)

“A positive solution is the connection between vocational exam
results and university admission.” (Respondent 5, Group A)

The changes in the vocational exam format also include the fact that they are
conducted electronically, which some of the respondents view positively:

“Thanks to the fact that the exams are in electronic form, the results
are available immediately after the vocational exam?” (Respondent 5,
Group B)

“Definitely, it’s positive that we have less paperwork?” (Respondent 5,
Group C)

“The advantage of the electronic versions is that we don’t have the
same test papers for everyone, the questions are drawn from a pool,
like on a driving test” (Respondent 4, Group C)
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However, the majority of respondents claim that the fact that the exams are
conducted on computers (which was intended to be an improvement both for
schools, the Regional Examination Boards, and the candidates themselves) has
led to organizational issues:

“I am an operator of such an exam and I see only the advantage
that the student knows their result right away. Unfortunately, there
are more disadvantages — the regional examination boards have
shifted the whole exam to the school, starting with the technical
preparation, such as setting up the rooms (...) even the equipment
must be adapted to the schools” (Respondent 2, Group A)

“During the first session with computers, the whole school lost power,
so how could we conduct the exam? The instruction said to print -
but how could we do that if there was no power?” (Respondent 5,
Group A)

“It was a problem for the school at first because someone had to
learn it. No one provided the school with a specialist, so some
teacher was burdened with learning it, getting familiar with it, etc”
(Respondent 1, Group B)

“They still miss the paper version because with a paper sheet, the
student can underline and calculate. Most of us are visual learners
and prefer to have a piece of paper in front of us than a computer”
(Respondent 4, Group A)

The respondents’ statements regarding the organization of vocational education
highlight a range of problems that negatively impact the effectiveness of the
entire educational process and the preparation of graduates to enter the labour
market. Despite the organizational changes in the education system, there are
still many areas that require improvement. It is essential to continue research that
will provide a better understanding of the effects of previous actions and allow
for the improvement of the solutions being implemented (Drogosz-Zabtocka,
Stasiowski, 2019, p. 101).

Eaucational Offer

The analysis of responses to the research question regarding the vocational edu-
cation offer revealed the need to adapt it to market demands, so that future
graduates have easier access to employment and can find jobs in the country
that align with their acquired qualifications:
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“The problem is the lack of correlation - the proposed fields of study
- demand in the labour market” (Respondent 1, Group C)

The misalignment of the education offer with the market requirements can lead
to a situation where many graduates are forced to look for work abroad, where
the qualifications they have gained are more in demand:

“In my opinion, the problem is that a large group of students plans to
leave after passing their exams and work abroad, and indeed, many of
our graduates reach out from places like the Netherlands, Germany,
the UK” (Respondent 5, Group B)

Some of the respondents note that there are professions in Poland where em-
ployers need workers, but there are no appropriate schools offering education
in these areas, which causes interested students to lack opportunities to acquire
qualifications in the sought-after industries. An example of this is the following
statement:

“There is a noticeable trend that there are professions that employers
are asking for, but there are no schools that would educate interested
students” (Respondent 5, Group C)

The research results regarding the education offer show that there is a need to
better consider students’ interests when selecting their educational path and to
adapt the educational offer to the expectations of employers, as schools must
be open to the job market (Zajac, 2018, p. 86). Helping students recognize their
strengths and passions will support them in making well-informed decisions
about their education, while stronger partnerships with employers can enhance
graduates’ competitiveness in securing employment after school.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

The results of qualitative research conducted among teachers indicate many sig-
nificant problems and challenges in the area of vocational education organization.
Staffing shortages lead to teacher overload, which can result in lower teaching
quality and reduced individual support for students. Low funding for schools
hinders investments in modern educational tools and infrastructure, and limits
opportunities for practical vocational training. The lack of proper equipment
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presents another challenge, as modern technologies play an increasingly impor-
tant role in many professions, while the implementation of new solutions, such
as electronic exams, encounters difficulties related to internet access and proper
preparation of teaching staff.

In the area of vocational education offer, an important issue is the continuous
updating of available educational paths and offered specializations to meet the
changing labour market requirements and new technologies. Respondents agree
that there is a lack of correlation between the proposed fields of education and the
demand in the labour market. This misalignment could lead to situations where
graduates have difficulties finding jobs matching their acquired qualifications
(Kozielska, 2018, p. 84). The respondents also note that employers increasingly
expect workers to possess not only theoretical knowledge but also practical skills
and the ability to quickly adapt to changes.

As a result, the current situation regarding vocational education requires
attention and corrective actions that will adequately prepare students for the
labour market and enable them to achieve professional success. To address these
issues, the following steps should be taken:

 Increase financial investments in the infrastructure of vocational schools
and equip them with the necessary tools for practical vocational training.

o Improve the teacher remuneration system and ensure access to training
and qualification-enhancing programs for teachers.

« Consider teachers’ opinions in the context of mandatory vocational
exams for students.

o Conduct a detailed evaluation of the functioning of second-level vo-
cational schools and potentially introduce changes to align them with
current needs.

« Conduct periodic research and analyses to identify current needs and
development directions in the labour market.

o Monitor forecasted changes in individual industries to better adapt the
educational offer.

o Enrich the education offer with specializations that meet the require-
ments of local labour markets.

o Adjust the fields of study to students’ interests and employers’ expecta-
tions, which will facilitate young people’s entry into the labour market.

o Promote student mobility, e.g., through participation in international
exchange programs, which will allow them to explore different profes-
sional perspectives.
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The presented data underline the need to adapt vocational education to
current market needs, which will increase the chances of graduates of technical
schools and vocational schools finding jobs that match their acquired knowledge
and skills. This direction of action will improve the employability of young
people, enabling them not only to find work but also to develop a satisfying
professional career (Jeruszka, 2019, p. 9). Adapting vocational education to trends
and employer requirements will allow students to better prepare for professional
challenges, and their qualifications will more closely match the needs of the
employment sector (Nowak, Pankiv, 2018, p. 322). The adaptation of vocational
education organization and the educational offer to the changing labour market
requirements will not only improve the alignment of graduates’ qualifications but
also increase the flexibility and innovation of the educational system, enabling
better responses to changing socio-economic needs.

Vocational education is crucial for improving employment opportunities,
especially for young people, who, thanks to the skills they acquire, can expect
better career prospects. High-quality vocational education increases the compe-
titiveness of the economy and changes the perception of this type of education
among young people (Sitek, Stasiowski, 2022, p. 90). A well-designed education
system effectively helps young people entering the workforce and enables the
development of a flexible labour pool ready to meet the challenges of the modern
economy. Graduates of vocational schools with skills tailored to market needs have
a better chance of stable employment and career development. This educational
system, which responds to economic changes, supports not only the individual
development of graduates but also contributes to the overall socio-economic
development, facilitating the job market’s adaptation to new challenges.

ABSTRACT: This article examines the organization and offer of vocational education in Poland in
the context of the changes introduced by the 2017 education reform. It discusses the importance
of vocational education as a key component of the educational system, integrating theoretical
knowledge with practical skills to equip graduates with the ability to meet the dynamic demands
of the labour market. Based on partial results from qualitative research conducted with vocational
school teachers, the study identifies key challenges, including the shortage of qualified staff,
inadequate funding for schools, outdated equipment, and the misalignment of educational programs
with workforce demands. The article emphasizes the need for the modernization of educational
provision, better alignment with students’ interests and employers’ expectations, as well as reforms
to the vocational examination system. The findings suggest the necessity for systemic changes that
will enhance the quality of vocational education, improve graduates’ competitiveness in the labour
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market, and raise the prestige of vocational education in Poland. Implementing these measures
could not only improve the quality of vocational training and increase graduates’ employability
but also contribute to fostering a positive image of vocational education as a valuable pathway for
personal and professional development in Poland.

KEYWORDS: vocational education, education reform, organization of vocational education, edu-
cational offer, vocational school teachers

STRESZCZENIE: Artykul podejmuje problematyke organizacji i oferty ksztalcenia zawodowego
w Polsce w kontekscie zmian wynikajacych z reformy systemu o§wiaty z 2017 roku. Omdwiono
znaczenie ksztalcenia zawodowego jako istotnego elementu edukacji, faczacego wiedze teoretyczna
i umiejetnosci praktyczne, ktore wspieraja dostosowanie absolwentéw do dynamicznych wymagan
rynku pracy. W ramach analizy czastkowych wynikéw badan jako$ciowych, przeprowadzonych wsréd
nauczycieli szkot zawodowych, zidentyfikowano gléwne wyzwania, takie jak niedobor wykwalifiko-
wanej kadry, niedostateczne finansowanie szkot, brak nowoczesnego wyposazenia oraz niedostoso-
wanie kierunkow ksztalcenia do potrzeb gospodarki. Podkreslono konieczno$¢ modernizacji oferty
edukacyjnej, lepszego dopasowania jej do zainteresowan uczniow i oczekiwan pracodawcow, a takze
reformy systemu egzaminéw zawodowych. Wyniki analizy wskazuja na potrzeb¢ wprowadzenia
systemowych zmian, ktére poprawia jako$¢ ksztalcenia zawodowego, zwieksza konkurencyjnosé
absolwentéw na rynku pracy i wzmocnig prestiz edukacji zawodowej w Polsce. Realizacja tych dzialan
moze nie tylko poprawi¢ jakosc¢ ksztalcenia zawodowego i zwigkszy¢ konkurencyjnos¢ absolwentow
na rynku pracy, ale takze przyczyni¢ sie do budowy pozytywnego wizerunku edukacji zawodowej
jako wartosciowej $ciezki rozwoju osobistego i zawodowego w Polsce.

StOWA KLUCZOWE: ksztalcenie zawodowe, reforma systemu o$wiaty, organizacja ksztalcenia za-
wodowego, oferta ksztalcenia, nauczyciele szkét zawodowych

AHOTALIA: ¥ crarTi posrisgaersest mpobiemMarika opratisanii Ta IpomosnLiit y mpodeciiHii
ocBiTi ITonbIi B KOHTEKCTI 3MiH, 3aIIPOBa/PKEHNX OCBITHBOIO peopmoro 2017 poky. O6roBopio-
€TbCs BOX/IMBICTD MPOQeciiiHOI OCBITH K K/IF0UOBOTO KOMIIOHEHTA OCBITHBOI CUCTEMI, L0 iHTe-
rpye TeOpeTMYHi 3HAHHA 3 TPAKTIIHYIMI HaBUYIKaMII, 106 3a6e3Ieun Ty BUITyCKHIKIB 3/JaTHICTIO
BifiIOBiZaTy AVMHAMIYHMM IOTpe6aM pUHKY mpani. Ha 0CHOBI 4aCTKOBMX pe3y/IbTaTiB AKiCHOTO
TOCTIPKEHH, IPOBEIEHOTO Cepel BUK/IAZladyiB 3aK/IaiiB MPOQKCITHOI OCBITH, y HOCTiIKEHH]
BU3HAYEHO K/TIOYOBI BYK/IMKY, Cepef; IKMX HecTada KBaTiiKoBaHMX KafipiB, HefocTaTHE (iHaHCY-
BaHHsA 3aK/IafliB OCBITI, 3acTapize 00/IafHaHHA Ta HEBi/JIOBIAHICT OCBITHIX IIporpam morpe6am
PUHKY Ipani. Y CTaTTi HarolIoNUIy€eThCA Ha HeOOXiTHOCTI MOJIepHi3allii OCBITHIX ITOCITYT, X KpaIjoro
Y3TOJI)KeHHS 3 iHTepecaMyl yYHIB Ta OYiKyBaHHAMI POOOTONABIIIB, a TAKOXK pedOpMyBaHHA CIC-
TeMyt IpoeciitHoi 0cBiTH. Pe3ybTaTu JOCIIPKEHHA CBiff9aTh PO HEOOXifHICT CYCTEMHNUX 3MiH,
AKI HiABUIIATD AKICTH MPOQECiiiHOI 0CBITH, HOKPAILIATh KOHKYPEHTOCIIPOMOXXHICTb BUITYCKHUKIB
Ha PUHKY Ipali Ta MifHiMyTh IpecTiok npodecirinoi ocitu B [lompuii. Peasisaris nyux saxonis
MO>Ke He JI/IIIe TIOKPALINTI AKICTb MpodeciitHOI MiATOTOBKY Ta MiABUIINTI PiBEeHD MpalieB/Iall-
TyBaHHA BUITYCKHMKIB, ajie ¥ CipuATH pOpMyBaHHIO IIO3UTUBHOTO iMifKy IpoeciitHol 0cBiTH
AK IHHOTO LUIAXY /IS 0COOUCTOro Ta mMpodeciiiHoro po3sBuTKy B I1o/mbi.

KITFOHOBI CJI0BA: mpodecirina ocBira, ocBitHs pedopma, opraHisanis npodeciitHoi ocsiru,
OCBITHsI IIPOIIO3NIIisA, BUK/Iafadi 3aK/IafiiB MPOdKCiTHOI OCBITH
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