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Abstract

Theories of change underpinning
skills interventions of donors and
development agencies contain
tangled webs of assumptions: in-
terventions in relation to youth
unemployment often focus on
vocational education and train-
ing, which is seen as undervalued
relative to university education
and yet closer to labor markets.
However, it is also seen as the
problem child of education and
training systems. The solution is
the problem—and a plethora of
interventions are designed in this
muddle.
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What Problem
Should Skills Solve?

Stephanie Allais and Carmel Marock

R ising youth unemployment and underemployment concurrent with the massifica-
tion of higher education has intensified century-old debates about the relation-
ship between education programs, curriculum, and the everyday world, including the
world of work. Symptoms of this are the rise of debates about “employability” in rela-
tion to university curricula, attempts to vocationalize school curricula, and policy focus
on vocational education and training, often with the aim to deflect potential university
enrollments. The expansion of university qualifications is frequently seen as leading to
wasteful expenditure for states and individuals, and sometimes as counterproductive
in terms of the skills and expertise needed by employers and societies. There is also a
strong concern internationally that university-educated youth remain unemployed—and
are increasingly some of the largest proportions of unemployed people in poor countries.

In many instances these debates exemplify a common paradox in educational reform:
education is seen as the solution to a variety of societal problems, while at the same
time positioned as the problem. The line of thought is: if education can just be changed
in any number of ways, it will stop causing, or start solving, any number of problems.
Nowhere is this magical thinking more common than in vocational education and train-
ing (VET), as revealed by our research into theories of change that underpin skills inter-
ventions by donors and development agencies.

Youth Unemployment as the Key Problem, Vocational Education as the Solution
Interventions to address youth unemployment and underemployment are often based
on the assumption that skills deficits prevent young people from accessing labor mar-
kets or income generation possibilities. The inverse assumption is that a lack of relevant
skills is a major barrier to inclusive economic growth. An analysis of documents from a
wide range of donors, development agencies, and development banks illustrates that
the assumption of “skills mismatches” is shared by many (if not most) development
partners. Interventions then focus on VET, which is described as the component of the
education and training system that is seen as “closest to the labor market.” A common-
ly articulated idea from agencies that we interviewed is that VET could provide a way
to get individuals into work faster than higher education. However, it is also clear to all
respondents that VET systems are not actually working and are not actually getting peo-
ple into work in the desired ways. The idea of VET leading to employment is frequent-
ly stated, even when the same document or the same respondent is quick to point out
that VET does not currently do so.

But Vocational Education Is Also Seen as a Problem...
In short, while VET is seen as an immediate solution, it is also VET that is regarded as
the “weak link” or problem in the education and training system. This leads to an end-
less set of attempts to “fix” a range of different aspects of VET systems that are assumed
to be problematic, in the hope that fixing these will then ensure that youth have skills,
and then get jobs or better income generation capacity.

What was clear across the analysis of documents and discussion with key inform-
ants is that there is very limited insight into relationships between the myriad of inter-
ventions and the extent to which they were solving or ameliorating the assumed un-
derpinning problems, never mind whether they were contributing to solving the core
problem. There is often little engagement with the complex ways in which changing one
component of a skill formation system will have an impact on other components of it.
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Many Interventions, Little Clear Evidence of Success

Unsurprisingly, there is little clear evidence of success, given that these interventions
often aim to fix isolated perceived problems, despite talk of the need for integrating
education and training into economic development strategies. Where interventions
are described as looking at education in relation to the economy, such as skills antic-
ipation, they are mainly focused on bringing change within the education and training
system, as opposed to changing the economy with implied needs for different types of
expertise and skills.

Lack of integration with economic development strategies appears to be aggravat-
ed by the ways in which governments and organizations are structured. Institutions in
the development space, as well as the governments being assisted, have separate divi-
sions, units, and ministries dealing with economic development interventions as well
as vocational education and skills interventions. Further, organizations’ work is at least
partly informed by institution-building strategies and approaches.

Another factor that complicates the work of governments and development agencies
in the VET space is measurement. Measurability shapes interventions by providing vis-
ible “wins,” both to national governments and to the taxpayers funding development
aid or the governance structures looking to make decisions about investments. Three
issues emerged in our research related to this.

First, measurement itself is sometimes seen as an intervention that should lead to
change. Providing comparative data such as the World Bank’s Human Capital Index is
presented as an intrinsic good in building education systems.

Second, short-term evaluations are used when longer term labor market impact is
the issue of interest. Experimental designs test whether interventions have enabled tar-
get groups to transition into the labor market; they focus on the impact on individuals
in the short term, but not on whether the environment is changing to support a more
sustained and widespread impact.

Third, there is a tendency to focus on evaluation of the implementation of interven-
tions. This means that there is a circular “theory of change”: success is seen as success-
ful implementation of policy interventions or creation of institutional change without
consideration of whether the intervention has resulted in any resolution of the initial
identified problem.

Conceptual Disjunctures

Underpinning much of this is a deep conceptual disjuncture. On one side is the idea of
social relations, whereby skill formation is seen as relational. In this approach education
and skills are part of broader economic and social relationships, institutions, and de-
velopment trajectories. Taking this seriously is difficult for development work, because
economic development strategies need to be foregrounded, as well as issues such as
working conditions, work organization, and occupations. On the other side is the idea
of the individual, or the idea of development of individuals’ “skills” as an answer to ac-
cessing labor markets through improving productivity, thereby contributing to inclusive
growth and thus increasing opportunities for new entrants. This kind of reasoning, and
the interventions that are underpinned by it, is magical thinking. A

Measurement itself is sometimes
een as an intervention that
hould lead to change.

Stephanie Allais is research
chair of sRills development and
professor of education at

the Center for Researching
Education and Labor, University
of the Witwatersrand,

South Africa. E-mail:
Matseleng.Allais@wits.ac.za.

X: @AllaisStephanie

Carmel MarockR is research asso-
ciate at the Center for Researching

Education and Labor, University of

the Witwatersrand, South Africa.

Y202 I LNIM LTT dIdWNN

N
N


mailto:Matseleng.Allais%40wits.ac.za?subject=
mailto:Matseleng.Allais%40wits.ac.za?subject=

	Dear IHE Reader,
	International Themes
	The 2023 Nobels: What They Mean for Higher Education
	Philip G. Altbach and Tessa DeLaquil


	In Praise of Incremental Innovation in Higher Education
	Carlos Iván Moreno

	Rethinking International Flows of Aid to Higher Education
	Lee Rensimer and Tristan McCowan

	A Publisher, a Citation Index, 
and an Unequal Global 
Research Economy
	David Mills

	Affirmative Action: Controversies and Developments
	The Use of Race in US Admissions is Not Over, 
Unless We Let It
	Raquel Muñiz and Andrés Castro Samayoa


	France: Equal Opportunity Vs. Selectivity
	Andrée Sursock

	The Complexities of 
Race-Based Admissions 
in South African Universities
	Chika Sehoole, Kolawole Samuel Adeyemo and Rakgadi Phatlane

	Affirmative Action in 
Indian Higher Education
	Emon Nandi and Binay K. Pathak

	Affirmative Actions in 
Brazilian Higher Education
	Fernanda Leal

	Internationalization Issues
	Can We Still Stop the 
End of Internationalization?
	Paulina Latorre, Uwe Brandenburg and Hans de Wit


	Global Student Mobility at a Crossroads: Why Data Matters
	Mirka Martel

	Vocational Post-Secondary Education: The Forgotten Key
	What Problem 
Should Skills Solve?
	Stephanie Allais and Carmel Marock


	Rethinking Vocational Education and Training Across Europe
	Ellen Hazelkorn

	Higher Education Research
	Connection and 
Collaboration in Global 
Higher Education Research
	Rebecca Schendel and Marcelo Knobel


	Higher Education Research
	Higher Education Research 
and Reality: They Need 
to Be Better Aligned
	Qiang Zha


	Countries and Regions
	Bleak but Not Hopeless: 
Higher Education in Lebanon 
in Times of Multiple Crises
	Benjamin Schmäling


	Countries and Regions
	Japan’s Challenges in Addressing Demographic Decline
	Akiyoshi Yonezawa


	Countries and Regions
	Higher Education in East Asia: Challenges for the Present 
and the Future
	Hugo Horta


	CIHE Publications, Updates and News
	Our Global Reach

	Published since 1995 by the Boston College Center for International 
Higher Education (CIHE), International Higher Education (IHE) is the world’s oldest continuously published source of news and analysis of global higher education. Our mission is to provi
	As such, since our establishment, IHE has aimed to be globally representative, both in terms of the topics covered and the authors represented. Our contributors are drawn from a broad network of distinguished international scholars, policymakers, and lead
	The IHE editorial team is also committed to the principle of linguistic diversity. As a result, content from IHE is translated into Arabic, Portuguese, Spanish and Vietnamese by partners in Brazil, Chile, Qatar and Vietnam. 
	IHE is distributed all over the world to individual subscribers based in over 100 countries and via partnerships with the International Association of Universities (IAU), the Association of
Indian Universities (AIU), the Association of African Universitie
	CIHE and IHE partner with international publications, including Taleem: The Arabic and English Higher Education Journal, published by the Qatar Foundation; the Journal of International Higher Education, published by the School of Education at Shanghai Jia


