
Reform in Polish 
vocational education

Background

The scope and nature of reforms in educa-
tion, from primary through secondary to post-
secondary level, are different from those in
higher education. An important distinction
between the two areas is the degree of in-
dependence in defining educational policies.

Primary and secondary education level is
characterised by centralised management,
although it should be stressed that schools
have been given a certain degree of free-
dom in this respect (Education Act of Septem-
ber 7, 1991). Meanwhile, particular schools
had to wait for favourable conditions facil-
itating a comprehensive reform of the sys-
tem as a whole. As a result, implementation
started in September 1999.

The Higher Education Act of 12 September
1990, gave HE institutions the right to de-
fine their own educational and research pol-
icy, limiting the competences of central ad-
ministration (1). The changes, inspired by
the academia since the 1990s, have led to
radical structural and curricula transforma-
tions over a relatively short time. As a bot-
tom-up process, it has not been progressing
evenly, even though it has spread in the ma-
jority of HE institutions.

Despite the differences and the time shift,
the reform and changes which have been
taking place in the two areas seem to have
some common traits, partially rooted in gov-
ernmental education policy. According to
that policy, the education system should help
to ensure equal opportunities for young peo-
ple and to expand the coverage of sec-
ondary and higher education. This means,
among others, the need to adjust the system
to the diverse abilities of the young and guar-
antee them an opportunity to continue ed-
ucation at a higher level, depending on their

educational aspirations. At the same time,
there is a need to differentiate the educa-
tional offer and to establish closer links be-
tween different levels of education, espe-
cially secondary and tertiary.

Documents formulated by international bod-
ies seem to point to diversification as a way
to enhance credibility in education quality
(ISCED, 1997). A view is expressed that short-
er education cycles ensure better cross-na-
tional comparability of academic degrees
and occupational competences (Bologna
Declaration, 1999). 

The changes in HE occurring in recent years
have led, in most countries, to an unparal-
leled diversification of education levels, diplo-
mas, titles and degrees. In the context of
unifying Europe ‘... this jungle of degrees
and systems is the biggest obstacle to mo-
bility in Europe. ... there are even more struc-
tures than countries in Europe: in some cas-
es there were up to 100 different academic
qualifications found within a single country’
(Wende, Westerheijden, 2002, pp. 118-119).
In the light of ideas set out in the Bologna
Declaration, this factor hampers the devel-
opment of the European higher education
area because it makes cross-national com-
parisons difficult and sometimes even im-
possible.

The Bologna Declaration, signed in 1999 by
29 countries, provided Europe-wide mo-
mentum for efforts to streamline the struc-
ture and adjust the nomenclature associat-
ed with diplomas, professional/vocational
titles and academic degrees. In keeping with
the declaration, many countries from out-
side the British tradition have introduced or
are now introducing bachelor/master pro-
grammes (Westerheijden, 2002; Two decades
of reform in higher education in Europe:
1980 onwards, 2000). 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING NO 33 EUROPEAN JOURNAL

Cedefop

70

Maria
Wójcicka

Professor at the Centre
for Science Policy and

Higher Education of
Warsaw University

The article presents the es-
sential concept of reforms,
implemented in Poland’s edu-
cation system since the ear-
ly 1990s and some of their
outcomes. Special attention
is paid to one particular as-
pect of the reforms, i.e. struc-
tural diversification of the sys-
tem, leading to diversification
of education levels and cor-
responding diplomas. The ar-
ticle argues that this approach
promotes better access to edu-
cation since it takes account
of young people’s capabili-
ties and educational aspira-
tions. The article refers to se-
lected aspects of the struc-
tural reform of post-primary
education and its fundamen-
tal assumptions; it also high-
lights some effects of the im-
plemented changes. Looking
at the process of implement-
ing a two-cycle structure of
education (bachelor’s and
master’s) in tertiary educa-
tion, attention has been drawn
to the difficulties connected
with the social acceptance of
the first degree of studies
(bachelor’s = licencjat), which,
in the official rhetoric, have
been referred to as vocation-
al studies.
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It is assumed that comparisons of curricula
leading to a bachelor degree are more fea-
sible than comparisons across uniform mas-
ter’s curricula. Moreover, the declaration sug-
gests that the first level (bachelor) should
be closely adjusted to market requirements.

The article presents some measures intend-
ed to facilitate implementation of the ex-
isting guidelines, with regard to local con-
ditions and international perspective.

The Polish educational system:
reform and changes

Two aspects of the reform seem to be es-
sential: structural changes and establishing
standards rendering possible comparison of
qualifications, recognition of certificates and
diplomas which would certify completion
of each stage of education.

The key features of the structural reform
of the education system and examination
rules are briefly described below (2).

Obligatory common education has been ex-
tended to nine years. The former eight years
of primary education have been replaced by
two levels: six years of primary school and
three years of gymnasium. The gymnasi-
um constitutes the lower secondary level of
education, providing advances in broad pro-
files and helping pupils to develop social
skills and abilities.

Diversified post-gymnasium education in-
cludes six types of schools. A comprehen-
sive secondary school plays two roles:

❑ three-year general secondary school,
leading up to matura examination, intend-
ed for graduates of post-gymnasium schools,
who wish to continue their education at high-
er level;

❑ two-year supplementary lyceum, for grad-
uates of basic vocational schools who wish
to obtain a complete secondary education.

Among the remaining types of school, three
offer a diploma which confirms vocational
qualifications:

❑ four-year technical secondary school,
awarding a vocational qualification diplo-
ma; the matura certificate can be obtained
after graduation from the fourth grade of the
school;

❑ two to three-year basic vocational school,
awarding a vocational qualification diplo-
ma. Completion of the supplementary schools
(iii and iv below) allows graduates to take
the matura examination;

❑ three-year supplementary technical sec-
ondary school for graduates of basic voca-
tional schools. The school awards a voca-
tional qualification diploma and leads up
to the matura examination;

❑ three-year profiled lyceum, providing
general vocational preparation, leads up to
the matura examination as well.

The Scheme has been elaborated by the
Bureau for academic recognition and in-
ternational exchange reporting to the Min-
ister of National Education and Sport
http://www.buwiwm.edu.pl.

The reform of vocational education was
founded on the principle of broadly-pro-
filed education, which is intended to sup-
port flexibility and vocational mobility
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(1) The government retained control
directly through the Ministry of Ed-
ucation (now Ministry of National
Education and Sport) or delegated
competences to representative bod-
ies of the academic community.
Among other things, the latter re-
tained control over minimum cur-
riculum requirements and conditions
for establishing new areas/subjects
of study. Compliance with the reg-
ulations in this respect has been en-
trusted to the National Accreditation
Committee (PKA) since January 2002.

(2) Details on the reform of educa-
tion, its stages and particular focus
on vocational training are present-
ed in annual reports prepared un-
der the National Observatory pro-
gramme funded by the European
Training Foundation (See National
Observatory, 2002).

 Figure 1
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throughout the career. The reform policy
promotes general education and increas-
es its share in vocational post-gymnasium
schools.

One of the positive result of the structural
reform in post-gymnasium education is
the promising attempt to eliminate ‘the cul-
de-sac of education’, i.e. basic vocational
education, pursued by a significant propor-
tion of young people (3). Those narrow-pro-
file schools virtually deprived teenagers of
the chance to obtain a matura certificate and
to continue their education at a higher lev-
el. Graduates of basic vocational schools are
the highest category of the unemployed in
Poland.

In 2002, 77 % of gymnasium graduates at-
tended schools which offered various types
of complete secondary programmes; 47 %
of gymnasium graduates had chosen gener-
al secondary schools, intended for young
people who wish to continue their educa-
tion. Those who decide against going to uni-
versity can train for an occupation in post-
secondary schools. In recent years, there has
been dynamic growth at this level of edu-
cation, especially in the non-state sector, with
up to 2.5-year post-lyceum schooling resulting
in a vocational qualification diploma.

The structural diversification runs in paral-
lel with the standardisation of examination
requirements. The previous principle, which
provided for internal examinations only, has
been replaced by examinations with ele-
ments of external assessment. Alongside the
structural changes, this is the second im-
portant feature of the reform in education,
implemented since 2002.

In 1998, the Minister of National Education
and Sport entrusted the Central Examination
Committee and regional examination com-
mittees with the standardisation of exter-
nal examinations. At present, nearly all lev-
els of education end with an examination
(or a test) based on uniform requirements.
The test conducted in the last grade of the
six-year primary school is intended to pro-
vide feedback for students, showing them
the areas where their performance has been
satisfactory and those which require harder
work.

The school year 2002/2003 was the first year
when admissions to post-gymnasium schools
depended, among other factors, on the re-

sults of indicative examinations conducted
at the end of gymnasium education. The ex-
aminations, conducted in accordance with
unified nation-wide requirements, were de-
signed to assist students in making the right
decision when choosing a post-secondary
school. The examinations were held by re-
gional examination committees.

One example of an external examination in
Poland is the exam confirming vocational
qualifications. Since 2004, graduates of vo-
cational schools have had the opportunity
to confirm their qualifications with an exam
(theoretical and practical) organised by
authorised centres, e.g. schools, education-
al establishments or employers. Standard re-
quirements are developed for specific oc-
cupations listed in the Classification of oc-
cupations for vocational education.

The matura also represents a complete de-
parture from the previous practice of inter-
nal examinations in favour of an external
assessment system. One of the goals of
the new matura format was to replace (in
whole or in part) higher education institu-
tions entrance examinations. Senates in most
public higher education institutions decid-
ed to recognise the matura results but, in
many cases, additional admission require-
ments were defined. Matura examinations
in the new format will be held for the first
time ever in 2005.

At this stage of the reform, it is too early
to assess its outcomes. It is also difficult to
assess the external evaluation system or
efforts to improve transparency of results.
Considerable adjustments to original as-
sumptions and delayed implementation of
certain elements of the reform distort the
rhythm of work and logical sequentiality. As
an example, in the preparatory work for ex-
ternal examination confirming vocational
qualifications, examination standards were
developed before the vocational qualifica-
tion standards. However, such occurrences
are hard to avoid with a comprehensive re-
form such as this and they are an inevitable
element associated with the complexity of
the entire undertaking.

Transparency through diversification in
higher education: Bologna Declaration
and status quo

The essential changes associated with struc-
tural diversification of diploma programmes
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(3) In 1989, education in those schools
was continued by 45.9 % of primary
school leavers; in 1996, the respec-
tive percentage was 34 % and in
2002, 23 % (Education in the school
year 2002/2003, Polish Central Statis-
tics Office, GUS, Warsaw 2003).
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in Poland occurred in 1991-1994, i.e. long
before the Bologna Declaration. Unified at
that time, the system began to transform in-
to a multi-level structure.

Alongside the five-year uniform and theo-
ry-focused master’s degree programmes
which prepare students for research work
or highly qualified professions (e.g. doctors,
teachers, lawyers), a two-level system struc-
ture has been gradually implemented. The
first level comprises three-year programmes
leading to the licentiate title and four-year
engineering programmes (equivalent to bach-
elor degree); the second level is a two-year
supplementary master’s degree programme.

Programmes leading to a licentiate title were
the first ones to arrive in academic institu-
tions of higher education. Most universi-
ties were language teaching colleges with
an independent organisational status. Short
programmes offered a chance to increase
the headcounts of first year students (the es-
sential ratio considered for allocation of state
funding) and ensure higher subsidies. For
academic institutions, such programmes were
a way to survive the hardships of reduced
government funding rather than a response
to public demand or the needs of an econ-
omy in transition.

The non-public higher education sector has
been developing in parallel with these changes
in public education. Non-state HE sector
was, and still is, based on short, mostly three-
year licentiate programmes, vocational by
definition, and, as such, became the starting
point for Poland’s binary system within high-
er education.

In legal terms the concept of higher voca-
tional education first appeared in 1997, when
the Act on higher vocational schools of June
27, 1997 came into force. Under this act (4)
the binary system was legally sanctioned. It
paved the way for public schools which re-
sponded to local market needs (5).

Data provided in Table 1 reflect the diver-
sification of higher education levels in the
past decade. Between 1994 and 2002, the
share of students in licentiate programmes
in the total number of students rose from
25.4 % to 43 %. Hence, this phenomenon
has had a considerable impact on the over-
all picture of higher education in Poland.
Notably, while the proportion of students in
master’s and licentiate programmes in the

public sector tended to stabilise, the pro-
portion in master’s programmes in non-pub-
lic universities has been growing steadily
since the 1998/99 academic year (Table 2).
This reflects the aspirations of the non-pub-
lic HE community to assume attributes of
academic institutions (a phenomenon known
as academic drift), the right to conduct mas-
ter’s degree programmes being one of such
attributes.

According to the official rhetoric, all first lev-
el of higher education programmes (e.g.
leading to licentiate/engineer degree) are
considered vocational. Otherwise, the pro-
grammes are supposed to have:

(a) industry-orientation and a significant pro-
portion of specialist knowledge in curricu-
la; 

(b) practical training as an important com-
ponent;

(c) a shorter period of study (usually three-
four years).

Are there enough reasons to justify this ‘ag-
gregated’ view on licentiate/engineer pro-
grammes (6)?

The question arises whether programmes with
such varied origins can have any congruent
teaching profiles and, moreover, a vocation-
al profile, as suggested by the legal regula-
tions? Further on, does the position of such
programmes within academically focused in-
stitutions ensure the market-orientation ex-
pected of vocational studies? Doubts stem
from the fact that the academic community
is commonly thought to perform poorly in
teaching practical skills, whereas academic
education is focused on knowledge disci-
plines (see Barnett, Dunne and Carre, 1999).
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(4) This direction of systemic trans-
formation (transition from integrat-
ed to binary HE systems), initiated
in the 1960s, still finds supporters
today (Teichler 1999).

(5) After the act became effective,
non-state HE establishments have
also been founded on this basis; ear-
lier on, they operated under the leg-
islation applicable to academic in-
stitutions. The 1997 Act imposed sev-
eral detailed requirements (i.e. manda-
tory 15-week practical training for
schools founded under this act) which
were not applicable to academic in-
stitutions.

(6) Further on in the text we will use
the term licentiate to refer to short,
three to four-year studies. Approx-
imately 2/3 of students in such pro-
grammes are enrolled in licentiate.

Students by level of higher education Table 1

Author’s own calculations based on yearbooks: Szkoły wyŻsze w roku szkolnym 1994/95 -1996/97
[Higher education establishments in 1994/5 -1996/7], Szkoły wyŻsze i ich finanse w latach 1997-
2002 [Higher education establishments and their finances in 1997-2002],- Polish Central Statistical
Office GUS, Warsaw, 1992-2003.

Level of study Academic years / students (%)

1994/95 1996/97 1997/98 1998/99 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03

Uniform master degree 71.2 58.3 53.5 49.3 44.8 44.0 43.4
programmes (5 years)

Supplementary 
master-degree 3.4 6.0 7.1 8.4 10.8 12.4 13.6
programmes (2 years)

Licentiate/engineering 25.4 35.7 39.4 42.3 44.4 43.6 43.0
programmes (3-4 years)
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In public perception, government-funded
academic institutions carry students in li-
centiate programmes to the level corre-
sponding to the first degree of university
studies with a theoretical focus (e.g. bach-
elor degree, academically oriented), where-
as programmes offered by other types of HE
institutions are thought to have a vocation-
al profile.

There has been an attempt to validate these
views in empirical research (7) based on opin-
ions collected from students, rectors and em-
ployers. Below are the findings from sur-
veys conducted in 2001 with third year full-
time students in licentiate programmes (8).

The problem is illustrated in analysis of stu-
dents’ expectations of licentiate programmes
set against the chances of those expectations
being fulfilled.

Despite the polarisation, the prevalent view
is that the main goal of three to four-year
programmes is to prepare students to work
in the respective occupations (Table 3).
A significant proportion of those surveyed
(40 %) see licentiate studies as the first
level of general studies, which enables
students to continue their education. Notably,
this duality of expectations, sometimes par-
allel but often intertwined, occurs regard-
less of the place where the expectations are
put to the test: in a vocational or an aca-
demic establishment.

Students who are most inclined to enrol in
such programmes are those who have pre-
viously failed entrance exams to master’s
studies. This means that they see licentiate

as their ‘second chance’. Hence, students at
short programmes have postponed but not
abandoned their educational aspirations.
From their perspective, the three to four-
year programmes are a way to achieve a
master’s degree. Consequently, they expect
to acquire general education, which will en-
able them to continue their studies since the
master’s degree continues to be highly val-
ued by the public.

A significant percentage of licentiate-to-be
(more than 80 %) declare their willingness
to continue their education (Table 4). At the
same time, there is a clear trend to combine
education with career, which explains the
dual student perception of licentiate: an in-
troduction to a job with an option to con-
tinue education, preferably in a public, ac-
ademic-type establishment. This model seems
to be most popular among students of non-
public schools and public vocational schools.

The survey shows that students’ expecta-
tions - irrespective of what they mean -
are most effectively fulfilled by state voca-
tional schools. Non-state schools are at the
opposite extreme: a significant percentage
of those surveyed negatively viewed their
performance in preparing for career or ed-
ucation at higher level. Public academic es-
tablishments are widely recognised for ful-
filment of academic goals but perform less
effectively with regard to job preparedness
(Table 5).

Higher vocational schools are more likely
to address the needs of students who are
primarily focused on learning an occupation
and gaining some practical training. Con-
versely, academic, especially state, institu-
tions will be more likely to fulfil the aspira-
tions of young people who seek a general
education even though they also offer in-
dustry-focused programmes (9).The question
of fulfilling the aims of the Bologna Decla-
ration has a two-part answer: fulfilment is
broad in the quantitative sense but not very
transparent at the qualitative level. We are
dealing with a fairly advanced diversifica-
tion of curricula but there are considerable
problems with identifying qualifications con-
firmed by a licentiate diploma. In practice,
some of the programmes concluding with
the licentiate title - mostly offered in state
academic institutions - are a counterpart to
the first level of general studies, while some
of them are vocational. The aims and ob-
jectives of the programme are not clear
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Students in master’s and licentiate/Engineering programmes Table 2
by state and non-state HE institutions (%)

Author’s own calculations based on yearbooks: Szkoły wyŻsze w roku szkolnym 1994/95 -1996/97
[Higher education establishments in 1994/5 -1996/7] Szkoły wyŻszei ich finanse w latach 1997-
2002 [Higher education establishments and their finances in 1997-2002],- Polish Central Statistical
Office GUS, Warsaw 1992-2003.

Level of Academic years / students (%)

study 1994/95 1996/97 1997/98 1998/99 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03

Total Master’s 74.6 64.3 60.6 57.7 55.6 56.4 57.0

Licentiate/ 25.4 35.7 39.4 42.3 44.4 43.6 43.0
engineer

State Master’s 77.5 72.7 72.1 71.8 70.5 70.3 69

Licentiate/ 22.5 27.3 27.9 28.2 29.5 29.7 30.4
engineer

Non-state Master’s 38.6 18.3 16.8 17.7 20.6 23.6 26.4

Licentiate/ 61.4 71.7 83.2 82.3 79.4 76.4 73.4
engineer
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enough to be explicitly understood by stu-
dents. Consequently, employers are not cer-
tain whether a licentiate confirms higher ed-
ucation qualifications or perhaps just post-
secondary education.

Those difficulties are less conspicuous at a
local level. There are extensive information
campaigns run by individual HE establish-
ments, with media support. There are also
popular rankings of schools and departments
which offer a general idea of what to expect
of school X or school Y regarding the edu-
cation it provides.

Undoubtedly, at an international level, Pol-
ish licencjat and its underlying educational
content would become clearer if a distinc-
tion were introduced between general stud-
ies and industry- or sector-oriented studies
preparing students for a specific career. Fur-
thermore, this solution would introduce
greater clarity of diplomas, confirming an
academic degree in the former case and a
vocational title in the latter.

However, such changes would require amend-
ments to current legislation, a time-consuming
process with unpredictable outcomes. Thus,
supplements to diplomas, listing the subjects
and the associated skills, seem to be a more
realistic solution.

Conclusions

The effects of the structural reforms in Pol-
ish education, initiated in the 1990s, are ev-
ident only in higher education. At lower lev-
els, adopted measures will produce an out-
come in the longer term because the new
structure in post-gymnasium education was
started quite recently, i.e. in 2002.

However, the first positive effects of ef-
forts towards system integration deserve
mention. The academic community, which
had previously defined its own admission
rules, generally accepted the idea to replace
matura and entrance exams with a single ex-
am (new matura) based on transparent stan-
dards developed as a collaborative effort be-
tween secondary schools and higher edu-
cation institutions.

At higher education level, the introduction
of two-cycle studies alongside uniform five-
year master’s degree academic programmes
(preparing students for further research or
highly-skilled professions) improves young
people’s opportunity of further education as
it takes account of different levels in edu-
cational and academic abilities.

However, it should be noted that licentiate
(equivalent to a bachelor’s degree, both gen-
erally and vocationally oriented) is a new
category, still struggling to attain social le-
gitimacy in Poland. University education and
master’s degrees continue to be highly val-
ued by the public. The new vocational sec-
tor, embracing state and non-state higher vo-
cational institutions, is still seeking its iden-
tity. A significant proportion of those insti-
tutions are inclined to follow the ethos of
academic institutions (academic drift) but
the conditions in which they operate, es-
pecially problems with finding qualified staff,
seriously limit these aspirations.
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Essential goals of licentiate/engineering programme: students’ Table 3
opinions by type of HE establishment (%) 

Top-of-mind goals State vocational Academic establishments

schools State Non-state

Preparation for work 56.3 53.9 54.2

First level of general studies 40.4 40.2 41.5

Other responses 3.3 5.9 4.3

Students in licentiate/engineering: plans after graduation Table 4
by type of establishment (%)

Plans after graduation State vocational Academic establishments

schools State Non-state

Supplementary master’s degree studies 31.4 42.7 25.7

Supplementary master’s degree studies 55.2 34.8 63.1
combined with a job

Job 2.5 4.7 1.4

Other plans 1.5 1.8 1.1

Not sure yet 9.4 16.0 8.7

Essential goals of licentiate/engineering programmes and their Table 5
fulfilment: students’ opinions by type of establishment (%)

Answer State vocational Academic establishments

schools State Non-state

Job preparedness

Very good 13.3 7.5 3.8

Quite good 76.3 67.4 63.1

Very bad or none 10.4 25.1 33.1

Preparation for second level of higher education

Very good 5.1 9.2 5.3

Quite good 79.3 80.2 73.4

Very bad or none 15.6 10.6 21.3

Cedefop
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