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Abstract. Context. Recent studies recognise that the use of the School as a Learning Organisation (SLO) approach in
educational management is the key factor ensuring a general education institution’s ability to effectively implement the
education policy goals and adapt to change as the use of SLO. Although vocational education has different predominant
goals and different target groups, likewise general education, it is exposed to dynamic change and new challenges.

Purpose. Within the framework of the study, it was researched whether and how SLO can be applied in vocational
education as the use of SLO facilitates a high level of professional competence of the management and academic staff,
enhances common strategic vision, responsibility and autonomy, diverse collaboration, effective resource management,
and the dissemination of knowledge and good practice, which are also important in vocational education.

Methods. Using qualitative data analysis, the paper analyses the experience of EU and OECD countries in the
implementation of SLO in vocational education and identifies, which dimensions of the SLO model are represented
in the policy and practice of vocational education in Latvia. In the focus group interviews with representatives of
vocational education institutions of Latvia, the characteristics of the SLO approach in vocational education were
studied, challenges were described and solutions proposed for the targeted implementation of the SLO approach in
vocational education in Latvia.
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Results. All 7 dimensions of the SLO can be found in the education policy documents of the EU and OECD
countries and Latvia, as well as in the focus group interviews, which shows that there is a gradual progress towards
the transformation of vocational education institutions into learning organisations.

Conclusions. For education policy makers: Since the features of SLO are only partially visible in vocational educa-
tion documents in Latvia, the framework should be improved to cover all dimensions of the SLO, and norms and
agreements on collective understanding should be harmonised in policy documents. For school representatives:
Raise awareness of the staff of vocational education institutions of the essence of the SLO and its role in improv-
ing the quality of education and ensure that all dimensions of SLO are understood and addressed appropriately.
For entrepreneurs: Help define the diverse, varied manifestations of professions in the sector in order to engage the
individual potential of learners as effectively as possible. For researchers: Help find ways to resolve controversies
by identifying good practice and research.

Key words: vocational education, school as a learning organisation, educational policy, education quality assess-
ment

Mokyklos kaip besimokancios organizacijos modelio taikymas
vykdant profesinj mokyma: Latvijos pavyzdziu

Santrauka. Kontekstas. Naujausiuose tyrimuose pripazjstama, kad mokyklos kaip besimokancios organizacijos
(angl. School as a Learning Organisation, SLO) modelio taikymas $vietimo vadyboje yra pagrindinis veiksnys,
uztikrinantis bendrojo ugdymo jstaigos gebéjima veiksmingai jgyvendinti §vietimo politikos tikslus ir prisitaikyti
prie atsirandanc¢iy poky¢iy. Nors profesiniam Svietimui ir bendrajam ugdymui budingi skirtingi tikslai ir tikslinés
grupés, jie taip pat susiduria su dinamiskais pokyciais ir naujais isStkiais.

Tikslas. Atliekant tyrima buvo siekiama nustatyti, ar ir kaip mokyklos kaip besimokancios organizacijos modelis
gali buti taikomas profesiniame Svietime, nes tokio modelio taikymas padeda uztikrinti auksta vadovy ir akademinio
personalo profesing kompetencija, stiprina bendra strateging vizija, atsakomybg ir savarankiskuma, jvairy bendra-
darbiavima, efektyvy iStekliy valdyma, ziniy ir gerosios patirties sklaida — visa tai svarbu ir profesiniam $vietimui.

Metodai. Taikant kokybing duomeny analize, straipsnyje analizuojama ES ir EBPO saliy patirtis diegiant mo-
kyklos kaip besimokancios organizacijos modelj profesiniame mokyme ir tiriama, kokios tokio modelio dimensijos
reiskiasi Latvijos profesinio mokymo politikoje ir praktikoje. Fokusuoty diskusijy grupés interviu su Latvijos pro-
fesinio mokymo jstaigy atstovais buvo nagrinéjami minéto modelio ypatumai profesiniame mokyme, apibtidinami
i88ukiai ir siilomi sprendimai, kaip tikslingai jgyvendinti metoda Latvijoje.

Rezultatai. ES ir EBPO $aliy bei Latvijos §vietimo politikos dokumentuose, taip pat fokusuoty diskusijy grupiy
interviu galima rasti visas 7 mokyklos kaip besimokancios organizacijos modelio dimensijas, o tai rodo, kad toly-
dzio vyksta profesinio mokymo jstaigy transformacija j besimokancias organizacijas.

Isvados. Svietimo politikos formuotojams: kadangi Latvijos profesinio mokymo dokumentuose mokyklos kaip
besimokancios organizacijos bruozai matomi tik i§ dalies, reikéty tobulinti sistema, kad ji apimty visus modelio as-
pektus, o politikos dokumentuose suderinti normas ir susitarimus dél bendro supratimo. Mokykly atstovams: reikéty
didinti profesinio mokymo jstaigy darbuotojy informuotuma apie SLO esmg ir vaidmenj gerinant ugdymo kokybe,
taip pat buitina uztikrinti, kad visos modelio dimensijos buity tinkamai suprantamos ir taikomos. Verslininkams:
padekite apibrézti svarbius jvairiy profesijy reikalavimus atskiruose sektoriuose, kad biity galima kuo veiksmingiau
panaudoti individualy besimokanc¢iyjy potenciala. Mokslininkams: padékite ieskoti bidy iSspresti priestaras naudo-
damiesi geraja praktika ir moksliniais tyrimais.

Pagrindiniai ZodzZiai: profesinis mokymas, mokykla kaip besimokanti organizacija, Svietimo politika, Svietimo
kokybés vertinimas.

Introduction

In order to ensure high-quality vocational education in a context of dynamic change and
constant challenges, it is essential that educational institutions have a high level of profes-
sional competence of management, teaching and academic staff, a strategic operational
vision, responsibility and autonomy, diverse cooperation both inside the organisation and
with other stakeholders, and effective resource management and transfer of knowledge and
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good practice. Recent research and education policy documents recognise that the ability
of an educational institution to effectively implement education policy goals and adapt to
change is ensured by the School as a Learning Organisation (SLO) approach to education-
al management (Kool et al. 2019, 2020; Retna & Ng 2016; Senge et al. 2012; Watkins &
O’Neil 2013).

The scientific literature does not provide a single, comprehensive definition of a
school as a learning organisation. The model of school governance is considered in the
context of the external environment and the conditions in which each individual school
operates and interacts with other elements of the wider environment and other systems
(Harris & Jones 2018).

The most common way of characterising a SLO is by using the model of Wales pro-
posed by the OECD, which includes 7 dimensions:

¢ Developing and sharing a vision centred on the learning of all students;

e Creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff;

e Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff;

e Establishing a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration;

¢ Embedding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge and learning;

e Learning with and from the external environment and larger learning system;

e Modelling and growing learning leadership (Kools et al. 2019, 2020; OECD

2016; Stoll & Kools 2017).

The SLO approach is widely recognised in general education in many countries
around the world (Kools et al. 2020; OECD 2016; Stoll & Kools 2017) and is also
included in the Education Development Guidelines of the Republic of Latvia for 2021-
2027 (MK 2021). The characteristics of the SLO approach can be identified in the ed-
ucation systems of Denmark, Greece, Singapore, Portugal, Finland and other countries
(Gopinathan et al. 2018; Greve et al. 2020; Halinen 2018; Huang et al. 2019; Ng 2008;
OECD 2016; Papazoglou et al. 2020). However, there is no such consistency with regard
to vocational education.

Vocational education differs from general education as it has different predominant
goals and involves different target groups. The goals of general education are primarily
related to the maximum development of learners’ lifelong learning abilities and compe-
tences, inclusion in society, ensuring well-being and quality of life, strengthening and
sustaining a democratic and civically active society (MK 2021).

The goals of vocational education, as recognised in the OECD’s 2015 annual report,
are primarily oriented towards the needs of the labour market and different sectors (im-
proving the performance of enterprise, promoting business growth, research and inno-
vation, and development of the economy as a whole,). It prepares people for work and
develops the skills of citizens so that they can maintain employment opportunities and
competitiveness and respond to the needs of the economy (OECD 2015), ensure sus-
tainable competitiveness, social equity and resilience (EC 2020). Only occasionally is
the availability of vocational programs determined by student demand or the capacity
of educational institutions, and even then, there are restrictions and career counselling
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becomes necessary to strike a balance between student demand and the needs of the
industry.

General education is compulsory for all members of society, the decisions of par-
ents or guardians are decisive here, while vocational education is mainly the choice of
learners. Since vocational education and training are predominantly undertaken by adult
learners with work and family commitments, the flexibility of the learning organisation
(part-time, distance learning, etc.) to adapt to the needs of adult learners is noted as a
high-level indicator.

The aim of the study is to research how the SLO approach, which has been validated
in general education, can be implemented in vocational education.

Research objectives:

1. Find out which dimensions of the SLO model of Wales are represented in voca-

tional education in the EU, OECD countries, and Latvia.

2. Study what features of the SLO approach can be found in the practice of vocation-

al education in Latvia.

3. Describe challenges and propose solutions on how to implement the SLO ap-

proach in vocational education in Latvia.

Methodology

To explore global experience, research reports and recommendations examining voca-
tional education in the EU and OECD countries as well as the vocational education pol-
icy documents of Latvia were analysed. From the vocational education quality criteria
presented in all sources, those that can be interpreted as manifestations of the 7 dimen-
sions of the SLO were selected, concluding which of them are present in the EU national
education policies and which are not, as well as which aspects of each SLO dimension
are considered more important in the EU and which are considered irrelevant in the con-
text of vocational education.

The following documents were selected for analysis:

e The 2015 OECD Reviews of Vocational Education and Training in OECD coun-
tries (OECD 2015), which summarises the strengths and challenges of each coun-
try’s vocational education and training system.

e The 2018 report by the European Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and
Training Secretariat (EQAVET) on supporting the implementation of the Euro-
pean Quality Assurance Reference Framework through the EU quality criteria
and indicators for vocational education and training, which analyses the extent to
which these indicators are reflected in the 28 EU Member States (EQAVET 2018).

e The Council of EU ‘Recommendations on Vocational Education and Training for
Sustainable Competitiveness, Social Justice and Resilience’, which set out key
principles to ensure the flexibility of vocational education and the ability to quick-
ly adapt to the needs of the labour market and provide quality learning opportuni-
ties for both young people and adults (EU 2020);
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e Vocational Education Law of the Republic of Latvia (Saeima 1999, Amendments
to the Vocational Education Law in 2022);

e The performance indicators for educational institutions and the implementation
of educational programmes (IKVD 2022) reflect the framework for vocational
education in Latvia.

The type of data used in statistical studies varies from document to document, as
they are presented in both percentages and absolute figures. The data are not directly
comparable, but since the quantitative indicators made it possible to assess the extent to
which these criteria have been adopted in different EU countries, they are also evaluated
in Latvia (EQAVET 2018). The comparison of the documents reveals how the interpre-
tation of the SLO dimensions differs.

In order to identify the features of the SLO approach in vocational education practice
in Latvia, three semi-structured focus group discussions (one per school) with school
representatives were organised, which provided an opportunity to obtain in-depth in-
formation by asking additional and clarifying questions where necessary (Gilbert et al.
2016). Three vocational education institutions were selected for the study on the recom-
mendation of the Ministry of Education and Science of Latvia (MoES) and the Latvian
Employers Confederation (hereinafter — LDDK). The non-probability convenience sam-
pling (Galloway 2005) was used and teachers, administrators, and support staff (n=18)
from the three vocational education institutions participated in focus group discussions,
after which the deductive and inductive content analysis was used for data analysis.

All the procedures performed in the studies involving human participants were con-
ducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national re-
search committee and with the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or
comparable ethical standards.

Results

Implementation practices of the SLO in vocational education
in the EU and OECD countries

The manifestation of the 7 dimensions of the SLO model of Wales in vocational edu-
cation in the EU and OECD countries, and in the normative framework of vocational
education in Latvia is reviewed here.

Dimension 1. Developing a shared vision centred on learning of all students

One aspect of a shared vision relates to the scale at which the common standards are
adopted. A shared vision of vocational education goals and quality standards is being
developed in collaboration with industry experts/partners both at OECD, EU, and the
national level and is being coordinated at different levels. While the EQAVET (European
Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training) quality framework is recom-
mendatory, most EU countries have adopted it as the basis for developing national Qual-
ity Indicators (QI). The quality indicators and level descriptors defined by EQAVET can
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also help each vocational education and training provider to develop, assess and improve
its own systems and the level of service provision (EQAVET 2018; EU 2020).

The EU and OECD documents and studies, as well as the Vocational Education Law
of the Republic of Latvia, do not actually address how to agree on a common vision
within an educational institution (which would indicate both the autonomy of the edu-
cational institution and internal cohesion). It is only passingly mentioned that, in order
to ensure that the vision and systems are understood by everyone, the educational in-
stitution, together with such actors of the educational process as employers and mu-
nicipalities, should also be involved in the development of the qualification system and
framework (EQAVET 2018; EU 2020, Saeima 1999; IKVD 2022).

The content, vision, goals, and quality criteria of vocational education are mainly
aligned with the requirements of the labour market and the economy, and to a very lim-
ited extent with the identification and development of the individual potential of each
learner to contribute to improving his or her quality of life (OECD 2015). Similarly, in
Latvia, the shared vision of the school, industry, and politicians relates to the learning
outcomes necessary for the economy, but there are no criteria related to promoting the
maximum potential growth of each student,— this is the individual understanding and
responsibility of each school and teacher (IKVD 2022, Saeima 1999).

Dimension 2. Creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff

In vocational education policy, continuous learning is related to the continuous education
of both learners and teachers. The criteria related to the continuous vocational education
of learners are foreseen in the national systems of 23 (out of 28) European countries, i. e.
in the majority of them. 18 countries also require continuous professional development
linked to work-based learning. The document highlights the importance of staff devel-
opment, which was not previously considered a priority for organisations (EC 2019).

On the other hand, continuous professional development of pedagogues is strategi-
cally planned in 56%, but regularly implemented in 41% of countries (in the form of
teachers’ meetings with external partners, to improve their performance). In a number of
countries, continuous professional development of teachers is planned as a package to-
gether with the updating of standards and/or assessment/quality control systems (34%).
Regular self-evaluation of teachers and the educational institution can also be interpreted
as continuous learning, which at the national level is expected in 53% of cases. In vo-
cational education, continuous learning for teachers can include measures to encourage
practitioners to take up a career in education, balancing teaching skills with up-to-date
knowledge and experience in the field as well as training for education providers on
market developments (EQAVET 2018). The Council of the European Union Recommen-
dation suggests the creation of a new culture of lifelong learning as one of the four key
factors to ensure the sustainability of vocational education, emphasising the importance
of digitalisation (EU 2020).

The regulations on professional competence development of teachers in Latvia state
that teachers are responsible for their own professional development and that all teachers

29



ISSN 1392-5016 eISSN 1648-665X Acta Paedagogica Vilnensia 52, 2024

must undertake 36 hours of professional development within 3 years (MK 2018). The
educational institution’s evaluation criteria also pay attention to the professional devel-
opment system for teachers (IKVD 2022). The education policy documents of Latvia
mainly focus on the role of teachers and school management in planning and imple-
menting professional development, without mentioning other employees whose actions
and professional performance can have an impact on students’ learning and well-being
at school.

Dimension 3. Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff

Documents and recommendations on cooperation in vocational education refer only to
external partners, such as the government, employers, trade unions, and social partners.
Only one criterion refers to teamwork and/or collaboration within the educational insti-
tution - ‘early involvement of staff in planning’ (53%) (EQAVET 2018; EC 2020). This
can certainly also be interpreted as the recognition of the autonomy of the educational
institution, but knowing how significantly this dimension affects educational outcomes
in general education, there is considerable potential for development here.

The idea of an open and inclusive learning environment can be applied to this dimen-
sion of SLO, which is mentioned in only one document (EU 2020).

The following indications are included in the national recommendatory documents
on education, which apply to all educational institutions in Latvia:

* the relationship between the social and cooperation partners involved in education
changes from hierarchical and controlling to interdependent, complementary, and
self-regulating, characterised by trust, coherence of goals, and clarity of roles and
functions of the parties involved (MK 2021);

» teachers understand their role and place in curriculum delivery, trust their col-
leagues, and can cite examples of collaboration (IKVD 2022);

 the educational institution develops a strong sense of belonging to a community
that is positive, fair, respectful, and inclusive (which would also indicate the qual-
ity of cooperation) (IKVD 2022).

The analysis of the expression of the dimension ‘Promoting team learning and col-
laboration among all staff” in the policy documents on vocational education in Latvia
leads to the conclusion that the understanding of the need for teachers’ collaboration and
shared learning is similar in them, namely that it is a way for teachers to improve their
professional performance and support each student’s learning more efficiently.

Dimension 4. Establishing a culture of inquiry, innovation, and exploration

In the Council of the EU Recommendations, research is mainly related to the devel-
opment of a system for monitoring the quality of education. 66% of Member States
envisage the development of data collection methodology, 41% envisage regular review
and analysis of data to make data-based decisions, while only 28% envisage using early
warning systems (EQAVET 2018).
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Innovation is emphasised as a principle to regularly update the offer and qualification
criteria of the programmes of vocational education and training (EC 2020). Another op-
tion envisaged is the creation of centres of professional excellence, which would act as
catalysts for local business investment, and also for the implementation of innovations
and well-thought-out specialisation strategies, for providing innovative services such as
business incubators or innovative retraining solutions for workers (EU 2020).

In Latvia, the culture of innovation is defined in the evaluation criteria for both gen-
eral and vocational education institutions as innovative and high-quality educational
content, up-to-date curricula and competencies as learning outcomes, implementation
of change, research and lifelong learning, introduction of digital systems and the latest
technologies, the school principal’s openness to change, and purposeful implementa-
tion of change (IKVD 2022). In the Vocational Education Law, innovations appear only
once, in the assessment criteria of learning (Saeima, 1999). The dimension ‘Establish-
ing a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration’ is indirectly integrated into the
policy documents on vocational education in Latvia, as some of its elements, such as
the research of professional practice and the collection of diverse data, are mentioned
in the policy documents , they currentlylack direct guidance on which innovations and
how teachers should implement them in their daily practice, and consequently the im-
plementation of innovations is left to the responsibility of schools and is not regulated
at a national level.

Dimension 5. Embedding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge and learning

The OECD study (2014) does not yet focus on building data systems. In 2015, the EU
called for the creation of harmonised systems for data collection to verify the effective-
ness of vocational education, evaluate growth and identify what needs to be improved. In
the 2018 EU report, the establishment of data systems to monitor the quality of education
is already included as a separate criterion (EQAVET 2018).

This dimension of SLO is closely linked to the research culture, as it provides ac-
cessible data for monitoring the quality of education for all target groups involved. For
example, the European Quality Assurance Reference Framework for Vocational Educa-
tion and Training (EQAVET) offers a consistent set of criteria and levels of indicators
for data collection and accumulation. In vocational education, special attention is paid to
recording graduates’ post-programme employment pathways to analyse the relationship
between learning and employment possibilities, entering the labour market and career,
and to improve educational programmes based on the analysis results.

The content of the collected information varies across the EU countries: Spain —
unemployment rate by level of training; Lithuania — salary of VET graduates; Nether-
lands — how long it takes for trainees to find their first job; Scotland — data on young
people moving from vocational education to higher education; Wales — information on
learners’ final goals (the project is in the coordination stage); Slovenia — satisfaction of
learners and employers with learning outcomes; Malta — course completion and conse-
quent certification of graduates, etc. The results of EQAVET’s 2018 report show that
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data is collected in 84% of cases in vocational basic education, and 44% in further voca-
tional education (EQAVET 2018), whereas in Latvia this is not done at all.

The EU report also reveals that in many European countries, the rate of information
accumulation is much higher than the rate of information analysis. This indicates that
despite the well-worked out systems for collecting data and monitoring activities, the
information gathered is not being properly used to improve the system (EU 2020).

In the education policy documents of Latvia, this dimension is outlined in a very
general way. The Ministry of Education and Science is responsible for the development
and monitoring of data and information systems; only the procedure for evaluating the
quality of education applies directly to the educational institution (Sacima 1999). The
national policy documents of Latvia specify what data collection methods a school can
use to assess its performance and plan necessary changes, but do not provide direct guid-
ance on how the data should be analysed to draw conclusions about the need for a change
in the organisation (IKVD 2022).

Dimension 6. Learning with and from the external environment and larger system

In vocational education, the SLO dimension of ‘Learning with and from the external
environment and larger system’ is very important, both as a vocational education insti-
tution’s cooperation with external partners (entrepreneurs, employers and employees’
organisations, universities, other vocational education institutions and various public
bodies such as chambers, committees, and councils), and as work-based learning. The
Council of the EU sets out separate criteria for both the degree of responsibility of ex-
ternal partners (in some countries they have an advisory role, in others they are also in-
volved in decision-making, for example, on the quality of education) and for the stage of
the educational organisation in which they are involved (EC 2020). In Australia, for ex-
ample, vocational education is a ‘sector-led system’ managed by the Australian National
Training Authority (ANTA) Ministerial Council (MINCO) under the Commonwealth
and State and Territory Collective Agreement (OECD 2015). According to the Council
of the EU study, cooperation is most active in planning vocational education and training
goals, and least active in assessing and improving outcomes (EC 2020).

In as many as EU Member States15 European Union Member States , there is target-
ed cooperation between vocational education and higher education institutions to pro-
vide coordinated support to help students continue their studies at university (EQAVET
2018), whereas this is not happening in Latvia. On the contrary, the criterion ‘Service
providers plan cooperation initiatives with other vocational education training providers’
is marked as ‘always used’ in only 8 systems, and this lack of systematic cooperation
may have a negative impact on the culture of coherent quality assurance at a national
level. Only four vocational education and training systems in the EU involve *industry/
enterprises’ in both initial vocational education and further vocational education. This
result shows that there is limited active and structured feedback between vocational edu-
cation institutions and key labour market actors in 28 EU countries. Learners themselves
are involved in quality assurance at a low level, which does not ensure that individual
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needs are taken into account in further education (EQAVET 2018), although this is re-
quired by the education policy documents of Latvia.

Overall, the EQAVET survey (2018) reveals that there is insufficient contact and
cooperation (both in the form of consultations and joint decision-making) between voca-
tional education institutions and local authorities, entrepreneurs, universities, as well as
with students, and the teaching staff themselves, to make learning and lifelong learning
more effective. Nevertheless, with regard to work-based learning, the European Com-
mission study (2019) shows that almost all member states recognise its importance. On
the one hand, they provide a high-quality learning environment, on the other hand, they
are a means of promoting partnerships with employers and the municipality.

Latvia does not present work-based learning as a norm for initial vocational educa-
tion and further education (EQAVET 2018). The EU Member States, with the help of
the EU Council, have set a target that by 2025 at least 60% of recent vocational gradu-
ates will have participated in work-based learning during their vocational education and
training (EC 2020). The OECD recognises the systematic integration of apprenticeships,
and more recently also systematic integration of work-based learning, into all vocational
programmes as a highly successful way of developing skills and moving young people
into employment (OECD 2015).

The SLO dimension ‘Learning with and from the external environment and larger
system’ is frequently represented in the Vocational Education Law of the Republic of
Latvia (Saeima 1999) — 28 times in total. It is mostly related to the involvement of dif-
ferent institutions in the establishment of the educational institution, the formulation of
goals, and the quality supervision. The law often mentions the need to cooperate with
institutions outside the educational establishment, but also places significant importance
on the cooperation between the educational establishment and entrepreneurs, local au-
thorities, sectoral expert councils, etc. To ensure such cooperation in vocational educa-
tion, a special body known as the Convention has been established by law, making it
mandatory rather than optional for educational institutions to participate (Saecima 1999).
The documents consistently include work-based learning, which corresponds directly to
the SLO criteria of Dimension 6.

Dimension 7. Modelling and growing learning leadership

This dimension of SLO includes the division of responsibilities, — who and to what ex-
tent is responsible for the quality of vocational education and staff learning, what is the
responsibility of the educational institution and to what extent it is delegated.

The Council of the EU indicates that the approach used by vocational education pro-
viders depends on the degree of autonomy, flexibility, support, and funding of the voca-
tional education provider, that a systematic and long-term interaction between systems
and providers, and a balance between autonomy and responsibility, trust and tension, is
important (EC 2020). At the same time, education policy documents and research seem
rather cautious in defining this level of autonomy.

On the one hand, flexible and administratively efficient adaptation of professional
education to local/regional needs is declared as a general principle. On the other hand,
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it is recognised that the delegation of responsibilities to lower levels requires more rig-
orous quality assurance measures to guarantee quality and standards. Self-regulation
as a common principle of the vocational education institution is considered only in the
context of continuous improvements in the implementation of quality standards. Its dis-
cretion relates to the practical arrangements for vocational education provision, such as
the offer/content of training, the choice of individual programme objectives, groups, staff
recruitment or independent budget decisions (EQAVET 2018).

In the Vocational Education Law of the Republic of Latvia, expressions related to
Learning and Modelling Leadership are included in the descriptions of education qual-
ity levels and refer to the learner leadership (Saeima 1999). This dimension is primarily
understood as learning leadership implemented by students through organising self-di-
rected learning, and the role of the school principal in guiding his/her own and other staff
members’ learning. On the other hand, with regard to teachers, there is a focus on their
involvement in solving school-wide challenges and proposing ideas, with less emphasis
being placed on the teacher as a professional who purposefully guides not only the stu-
dent but also his/her own learning, by defining individual learning needs and setting an
example of lifelong learning.

SLO in vocational education institutions in Latvia

In focus group discussions with the schools involved in the study (vocational education
institutions - Prof.1., Prof.2., Prof.3.) using deductive qualitative contingency analysis
(looking for examples of the specific dimension) and inductive qualitative contingency
analysis (discovering new dimensions), a total of 7 codes were identified (see Table 1).
Six codes representing the six SLO dimensions (their manifestations in the context of
the school participating in the study) were coded using deductive qualitative contingency
analysis (in Nvivo) and codes representing SLO characteristics were identified through
inductive qualitative content analysis (in Nvivo).

Of the seven codes identified, six are SLO dimensions and were mentioned in all
focus group discussions - Prof.1 (n=32), Prof.2 (n=30), Prof.3 (n=30) (see Table 1). One
code — the characteristics of SLO was identified in two focus group discussions — Prof.1.
(n =4), Prof. 2. (n=4). The frequency of the use of the codes indicates how broadly and
extensively respondents talk about each issue, implicitly indicating what is topical or
important to the respondent. The coding did not reveal any significant differences in
the number of references between the focus group discussions, indicating that all par-
ticipating schools are implementing the SLO dimensions to some extent and are able to
substantiate this with concrete examples.

Taking into consideration that the representatives of the administration of vocation-
al education institutions also participated in the focus group discussions, the questions
related to the assessment of the implementation of the SLO Dimension 7 ‘Modelling
and growing learning leadership’ were not directly included in the interviews, but the
answers were obtained by conducting a questionnaire, and the results will be further
analysed in detail in the following publications.
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Table 1. The number of references to SLO dimensions in vocational education institutions

Coded items according to the dimensions of | Vocational education institutions Total
SLO Prof.1. | Prof.2. | Prof.3.

Dimension 1. Developing a shared vision 3 1 2 6
centred on learning of all students
Dimension 2. Creating and supporting 5 6 4 15
continuous learning opportunities for all staff
Dimension 3. Promoting team learning and 2 6 7 15
collaboration among all staff
Dimension 4. Establishing a culture of inquiry, 6 5 5 16
innovation and exploration
Dimension 5. Embedding systems for collecting 5 2 2 9
and exchanging knowledge and learning
Dimension 6. Learning with and from the 11 10 10 31
external environment and larger system
Total 32 30 30 92

The table shows that all the three schools have similar code ratios, with the most
thought given to external cooperation outside school, while the other dimensions are ob-
served considerably less. Dimension 1 ‘Developing a shared vision centred on learning
of all students’ is the least referenced, therefore, the question arises whether this could be
interpreted as delegating responsibility for learning outcomes to the learners themselves.

In different schools, the indicators of Dimension 3 ‘Promoting team learning and
collaboration among all staff’ and Dimension 5 'Embedding systems for collecting and
exchanging knowledge and learning’ differ considerably, suggesting that the manifes-
tation of these dimensions depend on the priorities of the school itself rather than on a
unified national framework.

The most frequently mentioned code (n=31) is Dimension 6 ‘Learning with and from
the external environment and larger learning system’, which can be explained by the
direct cooperation of vocational schools with employers (labour market) — Prof.1: “(...)
we have about 30 employers who are involved in the learning process, so that they them-
selves also work and prepare their own people, who are needed in the industry”; Prof.2:
“Yes, there is also cooperation with Latvia University of Agriculture (authors’ note —
now called the Latvia University of Life Sciences and Technologies), in cooperation with
Riga Technical University. We actually even have teachers who work at universities and
they have a second job here as well”; Prof.3: “Whereas I could mention the cooperation
with general education schools specifically in the field of career support. Especially in
recent years, secondary and primary schools have been very actively interested in vo-
cational education opportunities. I receive calls and invitations... we visit them (general
education schools) and they also visit us, both for workshops and for events... and, with-
out a doubt, during the open days, this group is the most active”.

The least identified code (n = 6) is Dimension 1 ‘Developing a shared vision centred
on learning of all student’, which can be justified by the opinion expressed in the focus
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group discussions that students in vocational education have started their independent
lives and that parental involvement in creating a shared vision is less important, as well
as the fact that the goals and competences to be acquired by a student are already deter-
mined by the demand of the labour market — Prof.1: “ (...) what competences should we
have is determined by our employer”; Prof.2: “We have already very greatly switched
to the system where there are the LDDK (authors’ note — Latvian Employers’ Confeder-
ation) industry expert councils, which tell us their common position, vision and devel-
opment of the industry”; Prof.3: *“ (..) for teachers, recently there was an event where
we sort of created these strategies, we defined the main directions of how to teach.. and
it’s not that only the management says that you have to teach this way... we all do it
together”.

The representatives of the vocational education institutions of Latvia were also asked
to characterise the concept of the SLO and the representatives of two institutions were
more aware and able to elaborate on it. Prof.1.: “I would probably choose the keywords
like quality, because now there is a lot of pressure on quality. Accessibility, to be acces-
sible to all. Maybe there would also be target groups. They are both young people and
adults.”

“The word organisation is associated with service, because the education we provide
to both students and adults is the greatest treasure. We have to take into account their
wishes and demands because they are our customers. And this is also from a multination-
al perspective, whether they are Ukrainians or Russian speakers. We try to provide this
service to the best of our ability.”

Prof.2.: “For me, it means that we learn together and learn in a familiar environ-
ment.”

“It’s a kind of relentless learning... its not just the learners who learn, but the teach-
ers and they teach each other.”

“A school is an organisation that, as colleagues have already said, teaches each
other. Both the teacher and the student learn, the management learns, everyone learns
together, with a tendency to be flexible.”

“Mutual cooperation, as colleagues have already said, in achieving common goals,
in achieving knowledge, competences, skills... not only students, but also adults”.

Vocational education institutions characterising the concept of the SLO highlight 1)
access to education for all target audiences - from students to adults, which can be ex-
plained by the specifics of vocational education institutions - methodological centres,
further education, and adult education offer; 2) quality assurance, which must be based
on competences and labour market demand; 3) cooperation between the different stake-
holders in education — students, teachers, school management, employers, etc.; 3) the
learning process must be consistent, flexible and adaptable to change, involving not only
students but also teachers and school management in the learning process.

The main impediments to the implementation of the SLO approach in Latvia, iden-
tified by the representatives of vocational schools, are lack of time, lack of financial re-
sources, lack of energy/strength/work capacity and overload, lack of teaching materials
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and methods, lack of teacher initiative, lack of teachers, lack of hierarchy, as well as
difficulties in the implementation of the new content.

Conclusions and Discussion

All 7 dimensions of the SLO can be found in the education policy documents of the EU
and OECD countries, as well as in the education policy documents of Latvia, which
shows that there is a gradual progress towards the transformation of vocational education
institutions into learning organisations. The vocational education system of Latvia is
largely on this path: the dimensions of the SLO approach are identified in the guidance
documents, but they are mostly not defined as mandatory in legislation.

Nevertheless, the SLO Dimension 6 ‘Learning with and from the external environ-
ment and the larger system’ is convincingly represented in vocational education in Lat-
via, not only in legislation, but also in practice. The representatives of the vocational
education institutions in Latvia talked most extensively about cooperation with external
partners, for example, municipalities, education boards, and other organisations; about
experiences of cooperation with the schools in Latvia and other countries; about the
cooperation with industry professionals, companies and higher education institutions
(in career education events, recruitment of teachers and interns, and conducting joint
research).

This dimension is also closely linked to Dimension 2 ‘Creating and supporting con-
tinuous learning opportunities for all staff’, as the organisation of work-based learning,
lifelong and continuous learning for teachers in cooperation with enterprises, employers
and employees’ organisations, the development and updating of curricula in line with in-
novation in the field (culture of innovation), as well as educational objectives and quality
criteria (shared vision) are jointly discussed.

The EU (2020) and OECD (2015) recommendation to set up data and information
collection systems to monitor the quality of education has been accepted by virtually all
Member States, but the use of data and information for situation analysis and data-based
decision-making is at a much lower level. The low importance of Dimension 5 * “Embed-
ding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge and learning’ is also reflected in
the statements of representatives of the vocational schools in Latvia.

This also indicates that the SLO Dimension 4 ‘Establishing a culture of inquiry, in-
novation and exploration’ is not being fully implemented. More effective use of data
analytics in school management at all levels would help to reliably assess progress and
make data-driven decisions on the future development needs of schools, including in col-
laboration with industry. The lack of reliable data or, on the contrary, the accumulation of
redundant data is one of the challenges currently limiting the implementation of the SLO
approach in vocational education. The question to be debated is how to make such data
collection more important for the development of school as a learning organization, and
how to balance a huge amount of new information (e.g. on learners’ performance) with
sufficiently simple and in-depth processing.
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Dimension 3 ‘Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff’ is less
developed in the legislation and practice of vocational education in Latvia. The attitude
to this dimension of SLO varies from school to school, suggesting that it is an initiative
and responsibility of the school rather than a compliance with regulations. A debatable
contradiction arises here as, on the one hand, school autonomy is essential for the SLO
and it might be limited by additional regulation. On the other hand, the implementation
of this essential dimension of SLO, by fostering relationships and learning from each
other, is crucial for the quality of education.

The least defined dimension across all sources is Dimension 7 ‘Modelling and grow-
ing learning leadership.’ Latvian legislation envisages learners’ initiative and leadership
as a learning outcome, but the documents clearly describe only the responsibility of the
head of the educational institution. This means that important aspects such as the ability
of the teacher, the learners or the school to vary the learning process on their own initia-
tive, adapting it to the situation or learners’ needs, are determined by the school’s internal
rules or the teacher’s way of thinking.

This contradiction cannot be resolved without providing answers on the bound-
aries of the autonomy of the educational institution, the possibilities and limitations of
the initiative of the head of the educational institution, teachers and learners, and the
diversity of the learning process to ensure flexible adaptation to the individual needs and
abilities of learners and to the current situation.

The least emphasised dimension in vocational education institutions is Dimension 1
‘Developing a shared vision centred on learning of all students.” Overall, it can be con-
cluded that the representatives of vocational education institutions have only a partial
understanding of the nature of the dimension, as it was mainly characterised as a process
of creating a shared vision (discussions between stakeholders and politicians), rather
than focusing on the content of the dimension — ’students’ learning’. There is a challenge
that the shared vision of a vocational education establishment is greatly related to align-
ing the learning goals and outcomes with the needs of the industry. Therefore, the ques-
tion for further research remains how to align the needs of industry and the individual.

Therefore, the challenge for successful implementation of the SLO approach in vo-
cational education is to harmonise the growth needs of the national economy and the
specific economic sector with the discovery and development of students’ individual
growth and personal potential. The solution could be found in evaluating the abilities
and interests of each student, and creating flexible curricula/modules so that each learner
could develop their individual abilities by getting to know their chosen industry, gain-
ing professional quality, and thus developing their individual abilities and future career
opportunities.

Recommendations:

¢ For education policy makers:since the features of SLO are only partially visible in
vocational education documents in Latvia, the framework should be improved to
cover all dimensions of the SLO, and norms and agreements on collective under-
standing should be harmonised in policy documents.
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¢ For school representatives: raise awareness of the staff of vocational education insti-
tutions of the essence of the SLO and its role in improving the quality of education
and ensure that all dimensions of SLO are understood and addressed appropriately.

¢ For entrepreneurs: help define the diverse, varied manifestations of professions in the
sector to engage the individual potential of learners as effectively as possible.

e For researchers: help find the ways to resolve controversies by identifying good prac-
tice and research.

Overall, it can be summarised that vocational education in Latvia purposefully im-
plements the SLO in practice. Conclusions obtained within the framework of the project
‘A model and tool to support the implementation of the school as a learning organisation
approach in educational institutions’, will be refined and made applicable to practice.
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