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Background:  

The world of work, society and private life have undergone tremendous change as a result 

of the emergence of the internet as a one-size-for-all medium. Other than former media 

with a restricted scope of use separate from that of other media, the internet integrates 

nowadays an unlimited variety of applications in private, professional and social life. The 

digitalization of information and communication processes has considerable influence on 

social relations, individual socialization, markets, politics and society. In professional life 

work processes have been digitalized in order to increase efficiency (eg. realtime infor-

mation, networking, reduction of labour and travel cost, online shops, customer collabora-

tion). This influences not only the required competencies, but also corporate governance 

and organization, employee well-being and health, unintended externalities and customer 

relations (see right side of the mind map; Schweiger, W./Beck, K. 2010; Katzer 2016; Kielholz 

2008; Hoffmann 2017). 

 

As a result of these changes, people are not only recipients any more but rather actors who 

determine themselves the individual practical value. Each person has to develop his or her 

more or less conscious individual digital appliance concept (see top of the left side of the 

mind map). This comprises the choice of software, apps considered as useful, the way of 

making use of the offered features and the means to aquire the necessary skills. This is a 

prerequisite in order to take advantage of the opportunities of the digital world. Otherwise, 

individuals risk to become victim of numerous threats (fraud, fake news, data loss, loss of 
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data privacy, time waste, stress, job loss as a result of missing qualification etc.). In addition, 

the scope of action at the place of work is restricted by management decisions. Employees 

need to discover their creative leeway in order to adapt their workplace to their personal 

requirements and interests of relevant stakeholders. In addition, they have to prepare for 

future changes and uncertainties, otherwise they risk to have their back to the wall in case of 

imminent layoffs or to become stressed, unsatisfied or even ill. 

Under these circumstances digital basic education (cf. Sen 2003) is an indispensable prereq-

uisite to prepare VET students for their professional life and develop digital expertise for 

their respective professional field. Digital basic education not only consists of IT competen-

cies, but also comprises  

 the ability to shape the own career in a forward-looking way (cf. EU 2006); 

 the ability to acquire the required skills and competences; 

 creativity; 

 the ability to cope with uncertainty and ambiguities (cf. Hays 2017); 

 the ability to communicate and manage information efficiently with digital media 
(cf. Kielholz 2008); 

 the ability to care for one’s mental and physical health (cf. Katzer 2016) and  

 the ability to act in a responsible and thoughtful way based on personal and com-
mon values (cf. Spiewak 2018). 
 

(see left side of the mind map; cf. Hammermann 2016; Hays 2017; EU 2006, Bitkom 2018,3). 

 Therefore VET has to enable students 

1. to describe and understand the digital infrastructure at the workplace including 
their relevance for work processes, stakeholders and externalities 

2. to reflect and describe the own (digital) competence profile in a realistic way  
3. to evaluate the present way of dealing with the digital infrastructure at their work-

place and in private life, e g. 
 Do they use the full potential/synergies?  

 Does the digital infrastructure support or obstruct work processes and personal re-
quirements?  

 Does digital infrastructure provide the necessary scope of action?  

 Do they protect their privacy and data in a satisfying way? 

 Are their alternative ways of using the digital infrastructure?  

 Are they well-prepared for expected future changes and uncertainties?  

 Do they take into account interests of internal and external stakeholders? 

4. to identify present and future digital competency requirements 
5. to identify individual threats and opportunities in the respective professional field 

with respect to personal objectives, preferences and talents  
6. to identity measures and means (e.g. E-Learning-tools) to use opportunities and to 

meet present and future demands. 
 

In order to foster the development of such digital basic education for the world of work, VET 

teachers need to develop adequate didactic concepts. These necessarily comprise a retro-

spective and forward-looking reflexive and analytic element in order to answer the above 

questions (cf. Tramm/Thole/Allgoewer 2017). In addition, they should make use of digital 

tools in a way that provides an additional value compared to non-digitalized learning set-

tings (cf. Brevik 2015; Wittenberg 2017). This should make clear that E-Learning is not the 
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purpose but the medium of learning as the digital infrastructure at the workplace should also 

support the work process but not obstruct or exploit the user. 

Theoretical and Didactic Concept: Expansive and Experiential Learning 

The questions above follow the didactic concepts of Expansive and Experiential Learning. 

Experiential Learning (Kolb 1984, https://www.learning-theories.com/experiential-learning-

kolb.html ) consists of describing, assessing and reflecting work-place experience in a sys-

tematic manner at college. Especially the analysis of challenging situations helps to identify 

strengths and weaknesses of the learner as well as causes for recurring conflicts. By doing 

so, they develop indispensable key competencies for lifelong learning such as analytical 

thinking, decision making, self reflection and conflict solving (cf. European Union 2006). In 

addition, it helps to develop the professional profile in a systematic manner and to identify 

individual goals for the personal development. It is a didactical concept to connect work-

place learning with learning at college and therefore helps to close gaps between the edu-

cation and employment system (cf. Thole 2014, 2015) 

The idea of Expansive Learning (cf. Holzkamp 1995, Faulstich/Ludwig 2003, Engeström 1987, 

Billett/Somerville 2004; Fuller/Unwin 2003; Thole 2018) is to help students to overcome indi-

vidual learning barriers (= Lernwiderstände). The aim is to turn their defensive way of learn-

ing (which consists of just meeting the demand of the curriculum) into an expansive way of 

learning that takes into account the individual preferences, objectives and talents of the 

learner in order to enlarge their scopes of action. Within the project, Experiential Learning 

will be used to identify such barriers. There is empirical evidence that successful problem 

solving at the workplace requires social, personal and meta cognitive competencies and 

involves the personality of the jobholder (cf. Kleemann/Matuschek/Voss 1999; Dehnbostel 

2005; European Parliament 2006). Coping with such challenges can boost learners' self-

development (cf. concept of developmental tasks by Havighurst 1974). 

Example of a lack of digital basic education that is likely to cause a disrupted career: 

Jana is going to accomplish an initial VET training in retail soon. Her employer has offered 

her a position as a cashier. She is happy to have an employment and is about to accept the 

employment offer. Conclusion: Jana is not aware that cashiers are likely to be replaced by 

self-scanning checkouts. Therefore it is crucial to collect a broad variety of work experience 

in order to have better chances in the labour market. She needs reflective learning arrange-

ments that help her to anticipate developments in her work environment. In addition, she 

needs support in order to negotiate with her employer about a more attractive job profile. 

Example of a lack of digital basic education that is likely to cause a dropout: 

Peter is just starting the second year of a VET training as a digital media designer. He still 

likes designing digital and printed media, but he feels isolated as he spends the whole day 

in front of his computer as all contacts with customers and providers are held by his super-

visor. He tinkers with the idea of giving up the apprenticeship as he is completely frustrated. 

Conclusion: Peter is not aware that the digital designing is only part of a larger work process 

which systematically comprises negotiations with customers and providers. These negotia-

tions are also part of the professional competence of a digital media designer. The division 

of work in his company is a learning barrier that needs to be overcome in order to develop 

his professional competencies and meet his interest to be in contact with other people. 

The interest of the VET researcher team at Universität Hamburg 

https://www.learning-theories.com/experiential-learning-kolb.html
https://www.learning-theories.com/experiential-learning-kolb.html
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The didactic concept of  

 retrospective reflection of the own biographical competence development,  

 the prospective reflection of the future job demands and own aspirations as well as   

 experienced conflicts between theory, experienced practice and own aspirations 
 

has been applied very successfully in VET teacher education by Prof. Dr. Tade Tramm (Uni-

versität Hamburg) and collaborators for several years. Currently, it is tested in several other 

teacher education contexts (cf. Tramm/Thole/Allgoewer 2017; Universität Hamburg 2018). 

The researcher team around Prof. Dr. Tramm would like to use the project to transfer this 

didactic concept to dual track VET training for retailers and vendors. Prof. Tade Tramm has 

been doing research on curriculum development for commercial occupations (such as re-

tailers, vendors, office clerks, physician assistants) for nearly three decades. However, empir-

ical case studies indicate that there is still too little room for individual career planning. So 

far, the fit between learners' prior conditions and workplace demands is not reflected in a 

systematic manner. Furthermore, conflicts and problems at the workplace as well as the 

learners' heterogeneity are rarely used as learning potential (cf. Thole 2017a, 2017b; Wirth 

2013). On the whole, analytical, reflective and social competencies necessary for lifelong 

learning are not developed in a systematic manner. By fostering digital basic education with 

the Experiential und Expansive Learning concept, these desiderata can be met.  

Project goals, research questions and intellectual outputs 

The project aims to  

1. intensify cooperation between VET-researchers and VET-practitioners in the Baltic 
Sea Region (Germany, Denmark, Finland, Norway);  

2. apply for ERASMUS+ funds (Strategic Partnerships) for a Design Based Research 
(DBR) project aiming to improve VET practice, didactics and theory for the systemat-
ic development of lifelong digital basic education; 

3. design didactic concepts to foster digital basic education as well as basic competen-
cies for lifelong learning  in VET programmes. Therefore research will be carried out 
in close cooperation with a national provider of VET; 

4. Prevent dropouts in VET programmes, promote a smooth transition of VET students 
from initial VET to adult VET education and to prevent disrupted careers in the fu-
ture; 

5. Use and train the expertise of VET-teachers to foster systematically digital basic ed-
ucation as well as competencies for lifelong learning. 
 

Research questions (to be discussed) 

Apart from the overall project aims, participants will be free to design their national contri-

bution to the project taking into account the ERASMUS+ guidelines. However, while VET 

programmes, national context (cf. Nord-VET 2017) and professional fields may differ, all 

sub-projects should follow the idea of Expansive and Experiential learning and common re-

search questions which could be the following: 

Research Questions 

1. What kinds of digital competencies and experience do students already have? (indi-
vidual reflective analysis) 
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2. What digital competencies are required at the workplace and in the professional 
environment? (existing expertise/expert interviews, group discussion in class) 

3. What difficulties/conflicts do students experience with the digital infrastructure at 
their workplace? (individual reflective analysis, group discussion in class) 

4. To what extent do students already meet the demands? To what extent do they un-
derstand their relevance for work processes and stakeholders? (assessment of men-
tors/trainers) 

5. What future changes do students expect for their profession regarding work pro-
cesses, technical change, competition, qualifications required etc.? (individual re-
flective analysis)  
Are these expectations realistic in respect to existing evidence/research about the 
profession? (assessment of mentors/trainers) 

6. What aspirations and goals do students have for their professional development? 
(individual reflective analysis) 

7. Which competencies have to be developed to improve digital basic education with 
respect to present and future demands and uncertainties and personal aspirations? 
(co-reflection by mentors and students) 

8. What didactical (E-Learning) concepts fit these requirements and the aspects on the 
left hand of the mindmap?(co-reflection by mentors and students) 

9. What were the learning outcomes? What improvements have been achieved with 
regard to the identified requirements (question 8)? (co-reflection by mentors and 
students)  

10. To what extent has the concept of Expansive and Experiential Learning proven to be 
useful? What modifications should be made from the learners’/mentors’/workplace 
trainers’ point of view? (co-evaluation by mentors and students)? 

 

Following the DBR-logic, the research process will be integrated in the didactic develop-

ment. This means, that most research documents giving answers to the above questions will 

be produced within the reflective learning process. Therefore all learning processes will start 

with a retrospective and forward-looking reflective analysis in order to identify the digital 

competencies to be fostered. This common concept is necessary to make research results 

comparable, but is also the core of the idea of Experiential Learning. The E-Learning con-

cepts chosen to address the requirements will be chosen freely. Here mentors’ and students’ 

creativity will be open-ended. 

Researchers will analyze, summarize and compare the results (differences and commonali-

ties between countries and professional fields) as well as assess their relevance for theory 

building and VET practise and provide reports which are part of the intellectual output of 

the project. 

The intellectual output produced within the ERASMUS project may be (to be dis-

cussed): 

1. Report about the  

 Local context in participating countries 

 Existing digital competencies of the students in their respective professional 
field 

 personal aspirations of the students 

 difficulties/conflicts experienced at the workplace 
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 expected future demands and uncertainties 

 resulting competence requirements to be trained. 
2. Description and evaluation of E-Learning concepts applied 
3. Manual for students and mentors with tools and examples 
4. Scientific publication with theory-based presentation of empirical results and 

consequences for VET didactics for the digital age. 
  

Participants 

 Prof. Dr. Tade Tramm (Full professor for Commercial and Economic Didactics) 
Christiane Thole (Phd student) 
University of Hamburg, Department of Vocational Education and Training and Life-
long Learning, Sedanstr. 19, 20146 Hamburg 
https://www.ew.uni-hamburg.de/ueber-die-fakultaet/personen/tramm.html 
https://www.ew.uni-hamburg.de/ueber-die-fakultaet/personen/thole.html 
 

 Häme University of Applied Science HAMK Hämeenlinna, Finland, Anne-Maria 
Korhonen 

 Moeve aps Aarhus, Denmark, Regina Lamscheck-Nielsen 

 Oslo Metropolitain University, Norway 

 Four local VET providers in the participating countries to be announced 
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