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The	new	millennium	higher	education	expansion	in	Europe	was	accompanied	by	educational	
reforms	aiming	at	adjusting	upper	secondary	education	to	an	increasingly	diversified	higher	
education	 system.	 Thereby	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the	 European	 policy	 agenda	 is	 to	 make	
access	to	higher	education	(HE)	more	inclusive.	Permeability	between	vocational	education	
and	training	(VET)	and	HE	is	considered	key	to	enhancing	HE	access	of	new	social	groups	and	
it	has	been	taken	note	by	research	in	several	European	countries.	Likewise,	as	there	is	a	royal	
road	 to	HE	 in	every	 country,	 the	development	and	upgrading	of	VET	has	evolved	country-
specific	and	created	specific	alternative	and	‘second	chance’	routes	into	HE,	which	are	today	
taken	 by	 significant	 proportion	 of	 students	 to	 enter	 HE.	 One	 of	 these	 routes	 are	 upper-
secondary	 or	 post-secondary	 vocational	 schools.	 Such	 schools	 have	 traditionally	 provided	
access	to	HE	in	some	countries	(e.g.	Austria,	Germany,	Bulgaria),	while	 in	others	they	have	
only	taken	over	this	function	more	recently	(France,	Switzerland	amongst	others).


In	 many	 countries,	 vocational	 schools	 have	 become	 particularly	 important	 for	 students	
without	 an	 academic	 background	 to	 get	 ready	 to	 study	 and	 access	 HE.	 Access	 to	 HE	 is	
restricted	 in	 different	 ways	 in	 different	 countries,	 and	 opportunity	 structures	 for	
disadvantaged	youth	therefore	also	vary	by	national	contexts.	The	special	issue	project	asks	
how	both	 traditional	 and	 recently	 developed	 vocational	 schools	 improve	 access	 to	HE	 for	
young	women	and	men	from	less	advantaged	backgrounds	(due	to	social	origin,	migration	
experience,	or	age)	and	help	reducing	educational	inequalities	in	different	countries.	We	are	
also	 interested	 to	 better	 understand	 how	 vocational	 schools	 select	 (e.g.	 by	 counselling	
strategies)	and	prepare	their	students	(e.g.	rising	their	aspirations)	for	trajectories	 into	HE,	
and	how	effective	those	schools	are	in	terms	of	transitions	to	higher	education	and	labour	
market	returns.	Finally,	we	are	interested	in	the	ways	educational	trajectories	through	these	
schools	are	governed	at	an	organisational	and	institutional	level.


Vocational	 schools	 differ	 by	more-or-less	 specific	 vocational	 skills	 they	 convey	 (that	 is,	 in	
their	degree	of	vocational	specificity),	by	the	mix	of	vocational	and	general	skills	they	teach,	
and	 in	 whether	 they	 offer	 school-leaving	 qualifications	 and/or	 labour	 market	 relevant	
certificates.	 We	 are	 interested	 in	 contributions	 on	 vocational	 schools	 of	 different	 kinds,	
which	are	however	united	in	their	institutional	and	social	function	to	feed	higher	education.	
The	 aim	 of	 the	 special	 issue	 is	 to	 highlight	 international	 research	 on	 this	 important	 but	
under-researched	topic,	and	thus	to	make	the	international	relevance	of	the	topic	visible	in	
order	to	stimulate	further,	including	international	comparative	research. 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