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Abstract
This essay addresses the issue that a neoliberal focus might have an adverse effect on a
secondary vocational education student’s personal development and opportunities in
higher education. Originating from neoliberal conditions, in upper secondary vocational
education there is a strong focus on marketable skills with limited space for acquiring
critical thinking and analytical skills, resulting in impediments concerning admittance
to higher education as well as low success rates of those admitted. Also, talent development and differentiation are contested under these neoliberal conditions. It is argued
that liberal pedagogy is necessary as a means to scaffold especially critical thinking skills
and to foster talent development in upper secondary vocational education to cope with
this issue and to create more equal opportunities for vocational students from various
levels. In the concluding thoughts those involved are encouraged to reconsider preparation for post-secondary education related to admittance and study success.
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Introduction
In vocational education in general, and certainly in upper secondary vocational
education, there is a strong focus on marketable skills. Also, from the international perspective, programmes that are developed together with the market and
pre-set curricula are common practice.
However, this neoliberal focus might have an adverse effect on a student's personal development and opportunities in post-secondary education. In this paper
I argue that liberal pedagogy is beneficial if not necessary in upper secondary
vocational education to cope with this issue. As an example, I will draw on the
education system of The Netherlands, as over the past two decades this system
has been increasingly formed by both traditional and neoliberal influences. This
approach requires a critical stance towards the educational sectors involved,
aimed at reconsideration of curricula and collaborative learning-teaching trajectories, but does not mean that, given the globalisation and tendencies in play,
neoliberal influences and markets demand should be ignored.
Classical liberal theory emphasizes the importance of education for the construction of the self. Wringe (1997, p. 115) holds that individuals should not ‘use
their life to serve the goals, interests and aspirations of another, unless they so
choose.’ The capacity to critically question and analyse conditions and concepts
present in our lives, as well as acquiring knowledge through enquiry, are essential within this type of pedagogy that aims at self-actualisation and free, autonomous individuals. In this paper, I adopt a ‘contemporary’ interpretation of liberal
education, in which education is not primarily for the upper-class white male as
was historically the case, but offers ownership of thought and speech for each
individual irrespective of class, gender or ethnicity (see Nussbaum, 1997).
Contrasting this liberal view, neoliberals argue that education is about investing in the future of the market through the individual. Giroux (2002) states that
under neoliberal conditions, the individual is defined through market-driven notions, in which competition and consumption are important drivers. Neoliberal
education produces self-interested, entrepreneurial graduates through standardised, fixed curricula, making them globally competitive and prepared for the
market. The Dutch government, for example, describes the neoliberal condition
rather explicitly stating it is the government’s responsibility to equip the education sector in such a way that students are able to develop and flourish in the
European knowledge society and that institutions are able to acquire a firm position within the international education market (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur & Wetenschap [OCW], 2000, p. 2). This statement reflects the neoliberal governmental rationality and what Fougner (2006) would call governance aimed at
actively establishing certain legal and institutional conditions.
Neoliberal conditions in education do not necessarily preclude autonomous
selves or opportunities for personal development and critical thinking. But there
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are significant differences between neoliberal and liberal education concerning
the position of the individual and even more the outcomes and purposes of learning. Interestingly, liberal pedagogy builds on critical thinking and analysis, and
according to Sneyers and De Witte (2016), in neoliberal higher education too, essential to learning and success is a student’s intellectual capacity, that is, the capacity to process information, to think, analyse and judge – skills that require
reasoning and enquiry. It is exactly on this point that the neoliberal condition is
worrying. Focussing heavily on vocational skills and fixed requirements within
upper secondary vocational education may not only curb personal development,
but, due to a lack of analytical skills and reasoning capability, also makes it arduous to continue to post-secondary education, that is, higher education (hereafter
also: HE). Additionally, the Dutch government aims to generate differentiation
and talent development within the HE sector in order to create a more diverse
national alumni corps (OCW, 2015). The central issue of this article addresses the
issue that liberal pedagogy, being concerned with certain skills, has an important
role to play in this context of the education system.
This paper adopts a futures studies approach and proceeds in three sections.
In the first section, I will provide a description of the area of concern, elaborating
on the problem just introduced concisely. In the second and third sections, analyses of a probable future and respectively preferable future will be put forward.
Regarding the exemplary Dutch education system, the timeframe concerned is a
middle range future (as indicated by Earl Joseph), until approximately 2025. This
is because the qualifications in upper secondary education have been revised in
2016 and these examination criteria will be used for approximately eight years.
Another reason stems from the Dutch government’s higher education agenda
and the upper secondary vocational education council’s agenda, both running
from 2015 to 2025.

Context and issues
This section provides the context of the issue raised in the introduction. At the
core of this is the argument that students wanting to proceed from upper secondary vocational education to HE seem to fall short when it concerns skills like critical thinking and conducting an analysis based on rational thinking (see Lowe &
Cook, 2003; Van Asselt, 2014). This often leads to either no admittance to HE or
exiting HE early, with the possible drawback of not living up fully to one’s potential. In the following paragraphs, contextualising the issue, I will first sketch
the situation in Dutch education to provide a base for examples, after which I will
argue what the issues are about, exploring the problem more specifically.
The Dutch education system is based on the 1968 ‘Mammoth Law’. It is a binary system distinguishing vocational and academic education (see Van Houten,
2018), consisting of compulsory primary education and secondary education
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with national examination, is aimed at attaining a certain level of knowledge and
skills. After initial secondary school, students proceed to job-preparatory or academic education. There is upper secondary vocational education called Middelbaar BeroepsOnderwijs (‘intermediate vocational education’, also abbreviated as
MBO henceforth) offering education up to EQF level four, and there are two
kinds of higher education. The first type of HE is tertiary vocational education
called Hoger BeroepsOnderwijs (‘higher vocational education’, also HBO henceforth) offering programmes on EQF levels five to seven, and the other type of HE
is academic education (EQF levels six to eight). Here, I focus on upper secondary
education and tertiary (or higher) vocational education. One reason for this is the
fact that institutions offering these types of education explicitly deliver vocational graduates, allowing for neoliberal drivers to explicitly exhibit themselves
in the education offered. Recognizing the prevalence of neoliberalism within vocational education, I find this situation worrying if this puts pressure on liberal
pedagogy skills and values or on students’ opportunities. Another reason for this
focus derives from the possibilities the Dutch education system offers by law, but
which in reality result in impediments.
Within MBO, about half a million students study vocational programmes for
specific occupations (MBO-Raad, 2019). Examination criteria and learning outcomes are identical and diplomas are valid due to nationally recognised examination, although courses within programmes may differ between institutions. Because this type of education targets the production of skilled employees, programmes deal with vocational skills and content related to the occupational context. When analysis or reflection is required, often models or prescribed models
(like SWOT analysis) are used, allowing little space for original, critical consideration. The vocational emphasis is also expressed in the overall architecture of
curricula: courses and internships alternate during the week. The considerable
amount of time dedicated to practice influences the time available for teaching.
In my view, this results in an even greater emphasis on practice-related theory
and knowledge, at the expense of developing thinking or (meta)cognitive capacities. After completing upper secondary education, MBO students are entitled to
admittance to tertiary vocational education, with only few exceptions because of
severe discrepancies between programmes. A nurse, for example, cannot be admitted to a bachelor’s programme in accounting. Based on research and on the
content of programmes and qualifications, the Minister of Education, Culture
and Science (Bussemaker, 2013) selected seven such combinations for which admittance was precluded, making up for approximately 5% of all continuing students. However, HBO institutions are cautious when it comes to admitting upper
secondary education graduates. Over the previous years, admittance to numerus
fixus programmes increasingly is based on decentralized selection, that is, based
on previous education results and motivation with the expectation that this
would increase study success in HE (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2015). This
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might oppose the aim of keeping HE programmes open for admittance to a broad
population. The existence of multiple routes and options to HE as provided by
law leads to a trilemma: HBO institutions strive to higher study success rates,
accessibility and high standards all at once (Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau,
2004).
I would like to reconsider now why there is a precarious situation. From a
liberal perspective, I would argue that the focus on content knowledge and vocational skills occupies student’s development so that critical thinking and nonmarket-oriented personal development become subordinated within curricula.
But even if liberal education would have to surrender to neoliberal conditions
with a strong focus on vocational, marketable skills, would there be any complications at all if we do not bother with liberal pedagogy and the teaching of rational thinking or reflective and analytical skills? My answer would still be yes,
based on a threefold argument.
First, studying in HE requires cognitive skills such as rational thinking, applying logics, and the capacity to scrutinise and analyse. Cognitive skills are foundational skills related to the learning process in HE, with research showing that
cognitive skills contribute to achievement within HE (Naglieri, 2005; Naglieri &
Das, 2005). Sneyers and De Witte (2016) indicate that intellectual capacities, not
content knowledge or experience, might very well be the most important determinant of success in HE. This also relates to the occupations for which students
are trained. HE graduates are likely to have more responsibilities in their jobs and
to have to deal with more problems than lower skilled employees. Problem solving requires, among other skills, questioning one’s own reasoning, that is, it requires critical thinking and reflection (Billing, 2007). It seems that cognitive skills
and critical thinking are required for success in HE, but at the same time, students
proceeding from secondary education to HE (tertiary education) are often insufficiently prepared (Lowe & Cook, 2003; Van Asselt, 2014). Van Asselt (2014) states
that one reason for this is the difference between mostly inductive education in
secondary education and mostly deductive reasoning in HE. Using the Dutch
example, this appears to be supported by the statistics. Approximately 40% of the
MBO graduates continues in HBO (Van Weert et al., 2017), but just under 60% of
these actually graduate (Onderwijsincijfers, n.d.a.), with one out of five students
leaving in the first year (OCW, 2015). Additionally, in previous years, higher education institutions (also HEIs hereafter) have been sharpening entry requirements and over the past 10 years, as well the percentage of MBO graduates continuing in HBO has been declining (Herweijer & Turkenburg, 2016; Onderwijsincijfers, n.d.b.). Herweijer and Turkenburg (2016) also show that HEIs
struggle with entry requirements and selection procedures and the arithmetic
and language entry levels of MBO graduates, for example in the field of teacher
education. Although there might not be a causal relationship between these
5
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developments, at least they suggest a discrepancy between acquired levels before
HE and entry expectations or requirements for HE.
The differences between secondary education and HE bring me to my second
argument. Acknowledging the neoliberal condition in the education sector in
general, admitting upper secondary education graduates to HE may be like a
poor investment. Bringing back to memory the principle of producing globally
competitive labourers, I assume ‘competitive’ also portends ‘highly educated’.
HEIs, aware of the risks given the graduation statistics of former upper secondary education students, are hesitant to admit these students, considering the investment involved in terms of money and staff. Using intake procedures including interviews, or complimentary tests in the application procedure, for instance,
they may discourage or prohibit future students from applying to their institution. Also, if admitted, exams and teaching can be constructed in such way that
some former upper secondary students are simply underprepared or unable to
succeed. If the education system fails to create accomplishable opportunities to
proceed and succeed on the educational ladder, graduates might be less competitive, and efforts might be in vain.
Thirdly, doing better and being competitive means being different when
needed (Magretta, 2002). Related to the issue of competitiveness is the changing
labour market. Monotonous work and stability are losing value, whereas flexibility, knowledge and creativity gain importance in the work sphere, with the
number of routinely jobs decreasing (CEDEFOP, 2011; Goos et al., 2010; see also
Livingstone & Guile, 2012). Employees need so-called 21st century skills such as
critical thinking, creativity, collaborative skills and the ability to be innovative
(e.g. Griffin & Care, 2015), and several influential Dutch advisory committees
emphasize the need for talent development and management, innovation and
differentiation in education (e.g. Commissie Toekomstbestendig Hoger Onderwijs Stelsel, 2010; Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid, 2014). So,
under neoliberal conditions too, I plead for liberal pedagogy. On the one hand,
liberal pedagogy scaffolds 21st century skills such as critical thinking about ideas,
structures, and modes of being, meanwhile fostering creativity (Clegg, 2008). On
the other hand, liberal pedagogy creates the opportunity for personal influence,
talent development and individual flourishing.
To summarise, it appears clear there is an issue which expresses itself in the
field of secondary education. Students within upper secondary education are
constrained by a curriculum heavily focused on vocational skills and internships
with little space for liberal, critical thinking and teaching, which is demonstrated
by limited access to, and study success in, HE. They seem insufficiently prepared
for HE and the changing labour market, of which the latter asks for graduates
with skills more often taught in HE than in (upper) secondary education. The
crux form cognitive critical and analytical capacities that are needed in both HE
and within ‘modern’ jobs, capacities that are useful for neoliberal purposes but
6
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commonly fostered and promoted in liberal education. Not only does this complicate educational careers and opportunities, it also adds to inequality in social
terms, access to and participation in HE, and employability. Although examples
are based on The Netherlands, the issues and concerns are widespread1. Similar
to The Netherlands (e.g. Van Houten, 2018) debates exist in, for instance, Denmark (e.g. Jørgensen, 2017), Canada (e.g. Wheelahan, 2015), the UK (e.g. Hodgson & Spours, 2017; Thompson, 2009), and Sweden (e.g. Köpsén, 2019), calling
for a reconsideration, to which this paper provides input.

A probable future
In sections two and three, I aim at what Peters (2003) considers to be foresight
planning, namely adding to the discussion to encourage reaching a ‘desirable future’ among the educational sector groups involved. In this section, I will analyse
a probable future, considering three issues. First, autonomy in education is considered. Then the effect of globalisation on the curricula and autonomy is discussed, after which I deal with my concerns regarding the gap between upper
secondary education and tertiary (vocational) education.
Autonomy is central to liberal education and has long been an aim of education (Hedge & Mackenzie, 2016). Adopting White’s (2003, p. 147) definition of an
autonomous individual being someone ‘who determines how he or she should
live according to their own, unpressured, picture of a worthwhile life,’ I agree
with Hedge and MacKenzie (2016) that school education should enable one to
become such a person. One of the features of this autonomous life, Hedge and
MacKenzie (2016) hold, is that it is largely self-regulated or self-governed, and
Dearden (1972) believes that this means that at least important areas of life are
determined by oneself. Nussbaum (1997) emphasizes the need for ownership of
thought and speech. Hence, for autonomy, choice and freedom of acting are essential.
Following Dearden (1972), there are two kinds of autonomy features that can
be distinguished: qualities of the person, such as self-knowledge and morality,
and qualities of the mind, such as critical thinking and making assessments. The
skills needed in HE as set out earlier, such as critical thinking, can be considered
qualities of the mind, and in Dearden’s view would be part of autonomy. Bridges
(1997), reviewing the body of literature in philosophy in education, questions
whether all ingredients said to be part of autonomy should be taught in school,
or that they may not necessarily belong to education. However, as Sneyers and
De Witte (2016) indicate that particularly intellectual skills, above knowledge, are
important for success in HE, it seems fair to expect that at least those ingredients
required for HE are in some form taught in preceding education. Therefore,
within the context of the problem discussed in this paper, qualities of the mind
might be especially necessary to develop in secondary education as they support
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both autonomy and valued skills. This does not mean I adopt the view that autonomy merely consists of thinking, understanding and the mind. But considering it is these capacities that hinder upper secondary students the most to continue flourishing and developing after graduating in MBO or succeed in HE, they
apparently are of significance in HE.
Although freedom of speech and thought should be a common good in western education, the actual teaching of communication skills and rational thinking
as a means to scaffold the capability to use the freedom available is important to
support autonomous individuals. Upper secondary education programmes focus, within a taut timeframe, heavily on vocational content and core subjects like
arithmetic or mathematics, and language. It is exactly this curriculum, with little
choice, that prepares students for 21st century vocation, but also, by extension,
for HE. Therefore, it is desirable to spend time on qualities of the mind and develop reasoning, analytical and decision-making skills. In this context, Hedge
and MacKenzie (2016, p. 11) maintain that students ‘would benefit from an educational environment in which debate, discussion, dissent, speculation, doubt
and questioning, about anything and everything, are permitted and encouraged.’
Given the current neoliberal focus and curricula, I doubt whether there is sufficient space and time to create the environment Hedge and MacKenzie plead for,
yet underline the possible benefits of such an environment.
The focus on core subjects and vocational content knowledge in upper secondary education has undoubtedly been influenced by globalisation. According to
Enslin (1999), in education, globalisation has fostered an increasingly common
curriculum across countries with an international emphasis on competencies and
outcomes. Some of such curricula are based on the concept of competence-based
learning and teaching. Significant elements for the development and nature of
competence-based learning (as indicated by Tuxworth, 1989) are a demand for
greater accountability in education and for increased emphasis on the economical
dimension of education, both fitting the neoliberal developments. Meanwhile the
EU, in its Lisbon agenda, aims at the EU becoming ‘the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world’ (European Council, 2000,
para. 6) and this also influences countries’ education (policy). The Dutch government for instance, acknowledging global connectedness and the importance of
knowledge economies, sees it as its responsibility to enable students to flourish
in the European knowledge society (OCW, 2000) and in 2015 presented its strategic agenda for higher education until 2025 (OCW, 2015). In the introduction,
OCW (2015) mentions globalisation several times as a major driver of educational
change and adaption of education to the international (labour) market. Although
this agenda concerns HE, the ministry governs both HBO and MBO and a significant difference in vision for the two sectors is unexpected. I would like to point
out that ‘flourishing’ in this context relates to being employable or marketable,
as opposed to ‘liberally flourishing’ for a student’s own well-being. Neoliberal
8
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curriculum design prioritizes the market and the whole, picturing the individual
within this framework, whereas Enslin (1999) states that in liberalism the individual is prior to society. This development seems to contrast autonomy in terms
of freedom to influence one’s own curriculum. HEIs are expected to operate neoliberally, being more actively involved in the education of employees and the
unemployed in cooperation with trade and industry parties (Sociaal Economische Raad, 1999) – a way of governing common in HEIs over the past two or
three decades (e.g. Giroux, 2015; Morrissey, 2015). Globalisation in this sense
seems what Heywood (2003) calls ‘neoliberal globalism’, which according to Mitrović (2005) relates to further global expansion of economic market-oriented
structures, values and concepts.
I expect the middle range future to continue to present a neoliberal educational
landscape because of the continuing neoliberal condition within education and
global development of the education sector in general. Especially in HE, competitiveness and comparability led to the ‘common’ curriculum Enslin (1999) mentions. In recent years, upper secondary education followed this discourse in order
to compete with other institutions and deliver competitive graduates that will
still be valuable and might be able to proceed to HE. The autonomy of the student,
and particularly the possibility to influence a curriculum and one’s own learning
trajectory, will remain limited for some years to come due to the fixedness of the
qualification criteria, the obligatory hours for coursework and internships, and
the increasing emphasis on arithmetic, languages and competitive market-oriented skills.
The probable future could also bring some liberal features in education. Remarkably, the Dutch strategic agenda for HE until 2025 (OCW, 2015) proposes
some interesting goals on liberalisation. However, change often does not happen
overnight, and moreover, these proposals and aims concern HE. Another concern
arises here. The (proposed) measures and changes for higher education seem to
allow for liberal influences, but secondary education appears to adapt slower, at
the risk of widening the gap between secondary and tertiary education. With this
agenda, the Dutch government aims at ‘world-class education’ and fulfilling its
ambition to offer higher education that enables students to get the most out of
themselves, for which it is necessary to pay attention to both qualifications as
well as socialisation and development of the self. Liberal ‘flourishing’ is reflected
in such an aim, although the cause still is neoliberal: the ministry (OCW, 2015)
writes there are many sufficiently qualified people, but it is just a matter of getting the right person in the right place. The right person and place do not primarily refer to the match between place and personality or self, but to vacancies and
labourers. At the same page, the ministry mentions that within branches where
shortages exist or might rise, they work towards solutions, implying that students are being prepared for, or shaped to fit, certain positions within the labour
market. This strategy resembles individuals as described by Fougner (2006, p.
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176) as entities ‘constituted and acted upon as flexible and manipulable subjects’
and indeed, as mentioned earlier, defines the individual through market-driven
notions the way Giroux (2002) predicts. Nevertheless, this agenda opens up opportunities for choice, for individuals to adapt the course of their education and
curriculum and to develop talents and personality. Proper education, OCW
(2015) believes, is embedded in groups in which critical discussion and reflection
are foundational. One of the spearheads concerns talent development, another
diversity. Flexible routes to and through (higher) education should be made possible. After all, the ministry expresses that higher education should offer opportunities to everyone to flourish, develop talents and reach the highest personal
level possible. The newest answer to the neoliberal competition, it seems, is diversity and flexibility through liberal-like education by providing choice, critical
thinking and self-development, adding personal elements to already well-established programmes and curricula under neoliberal conditions.
This may seem like acceptable for a future, were it not for some concerns that
take me back to this paper’s central issue of proceeding on the educational ladder.
First, the very focus of the agenda, reflected in the subtitle: Strategic Agenda Higher
Education and Research 2015-2025. The agenda is focussed on HE and strategic by
its very nature, and does not include much about education prior to HE. Yet, it is
not just the Dutch government that seems to increasingly attach value to HE.
Governments and HEIs themselves have been involved in the marketisation of
higher education, which is a growing worldwide trend with market steering replacing or supplementing government steering (Brown & Carasso, 2013). Partially, this is to widen participation, partially, it is a direct consequence of neoliberal influences (see Molesworth et al., 2010). Recalling Wringe’s (1997) liberal
view mentioned in the introduction, I question whether the curricular choices
offered are to serve one’s own aims, or rather are meant to serve the goals, interests and aspirations of others, such as governments or companies.
Fact is that HE students are presented with a broad range of choices. As far as
The Netherlands are concerned, this is particularly worrying to me, because the
Dutch upper secondary education sector’s agenda, called The MBO in 2025
(MBO-Raad, 2015) has a different focus. Cornerstones of that agenda are connection of programmes to the labour market and employment perspectives, the
teaching of general skills and courses such as arithmetic and languages, opportunities for lifelong learning, and the construction of examination terms and curricula in cooperation with employers. These values and the upper secondary education skills and curricula explicitly reflect neoliberal education even stronger
than those for HE discussed above. The strong neoliberal focus on employers, the
market and vocational training in upper secondary education seem to result in a
neoliberal focus under neoliberal conditions, contrasting the HE sector becoming
increasingly flexible and incorporating liberal elements, even though the conditions remain neoliberal. At the same time, it decreases the space for liberal
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Individual development in a neoliberal context: Climbing to a ‘glass ceiling’?

pedagogy skills and alignment with HE using, for instance, continuing learning
trajectories. If agendas and standpoints in play differ in focus and content, they
might very well emphasize the gap between students and their skills and capacities in secondary and tertiary education, making for a probable but less preferable future.

A preferable future
The discrepancy between secondary and tertiary vocational education in terms
of necessary skills and liberal education elements on the one hand, and the curricula and vocation-related focus on the other, could reinforce the gap between
the two levels of education, having an effect on the continuation of MBO graduates to HE, on their equality matters. In a preferable future, gaps between secondary education and HE would be minimized, and influences of liberal pedagogy in upper secondary education would foster individual development and
enable students to develop those capacities needed to actually continue their educational and developmental journey. Apart from the importance of rational and
critical thinking skills in HE for practical, vocational purposes, the need for a
more liberal approach in upper secondary education also arises from the increased prominence of values, ethics and ideologies in vocational education in
general. More than ever before this is a central issue because today’s education
prepares tomorrow’s leaders, leaders that will need values and are capable of
critically analysing and debating ethical and content-related matters (OCW,
2015). In the following, I will suggest desirable elements for an educational future
that adequately prepares and supports secondary education learners, and argue
how this future could contribute to (more equal) opportunities and increased liberal outcomes for students in vocational education.
A more liberal approach in upper secondary education would at least provide
students with greater levels of autonomy. This autonomy could present itself in
two ways. First, it would offer curricular opportunities operationalised as an undesignated space in the curriculum on the one hand, and courses or activities to
be chosen by the student on the other. In HE, institutions already offer minors –
a package of coherent courses within a certain theme or discipline – allowing for
a personal influence on one’s curriculum. Minors and cooperation or exchange
of students between upper secondary vocational education institutions would
increase the range of choice and possibilities for creating one’s own curriculum
and personal profile. However, the room for self-regulation does not have to be
narrowed down to the mere curriculum. The second representation of autonomy
would relate to critical thinking, discussion and debate, and ownership of
thought and speech as advocated by amongst others Nussbaum (1997) and
Hedge and MacKenzie (2016). If ownership of the learning process is considered
important, students should also be able to influence everyday teaching and
11

Maarten Matheus van Houten

learning in order to govern their individual process. Problem Based Learning
(PBL) for example, making use of situations encountered at work or privately,
increases a student’s impact on the learning process in general (Duncan & AlNakeeb, 2006) and creates ownership (Cockrell et al., 2000). Duncan and Al-Nakeeb (2006) and Duncan et al. (2007) show advantages when making use of such
learning strategies: students perceive to improve critical thinking skills and autonomy. This suggests that more autonomy in education not only means creating
opportunities to choose programmes or courses, but also offering opportunities
to self-direct learning in order to scaffold the learning of critical thinking within
these programmes and courses. It seems Dearden’s (1972) qualities of the mind
would receive greater attention with more autonomous students providing input
to their learning process. PBL or other types of non-traditional learning that allow
for students to create their learning environment relate to both choice and the
possibility to use one’s life to serve one’s own goals, as liberal education prescribes. Moreover, it recognizes the importance of acquiring knowledge through
enquiry, fostering analysis. Furthermore, individual influence and freedom of
speech might create a context in which personalities and diversity become visible, that way contributing to a joint level playing field for secondary and tertiary
vocational education graduates.
Secondary education, as foundational education, is supposed to create opportunities to proceed to and succeed in HE. To a certain extent, legally these chances
to continue on a higher education level depend on the level of the diploma obtained. An assumption behind this is that once an individual has obtained a diploma at a certain level, they are prepared for the next step. The discussion in
section one calls the validity of this assumption into question. Partially, these
chances to succeed also bank on the actual capacities and skills of students. The
statistics and arguments suggest a discrepancy between the chances and actual
continuation to HE. These findings provide grounds to argue for a future that
deals with the discrepancy, or gap, between attained skills and necessary skills
and to smoothen the transfer from secondary education to HE, preferably by balancing examination requirements in secondary education with entry requirements and expectations in HE.
In order to increase the level of critical thinking, rational and analytical skills,
these skills should be taught previous to HE. In pursuance of this, the actual
teaching and scaffolding of skills that are valued in HE should be incorporated
in the curricula and/or in the teaching methods of programmes that grand access
to HE. Terenzini et al. (1995) indicate that the more time students have to study,
the more gains in critical thinking may be expected. This emphasizes the importance of starting early and providing time to grow. Building on a greater critical thinking capacity, continuing secondary education graduates would also
benefit later on in their careers as well – according to Donald (1985) this critical
thinking capacity is needed for other skills such as disciplined inquiry and
12
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analysis. Liberal influences in (upper) secondary education therefore should not
be limited to allowing greater autonomy, but also by reserving a part of the actual
educating for liberal pedagogical aims of education, in particular critical thinking
and reasoning.
The discrepancy mentioned earlier suggests a lack of coordination concerning
continuity and the learning process of ‘liberal skills’. Absence of continuing
learning-teaching trajectories and the struggle HEIs’ teachers experience with
‘transferred’ or continuing students, Herweijer and Turkenburg (2016) point out,
implicate a lack of coordination and cooperation. To encourage reaching a consensus concerning a ‘desirable future’ among different education sectors, some
kind of cooperation between them is desirable, if not necessary. The Dutch MBO
sector’s council for instance pleads for continuing learning trajectories (Berkhout,
2019), and the Dutch Ministry and some HBO institutions such as the Hogeschool
van Amsterdam (Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences) express the ambition for the sector to actively create collaborative relationships with upper secondary education (Hogeschool van Amsterdam, 2015; OCW, 2015). The purpose
of this collaboration, however, should not only be to familiarize upper secondary
education students with the lay of the higher education land, but also to actually
scaffold and teach skills that would benefit these students anyhow. It may be the
case that preparing students for HE primarily is a task for upper secondary education institutions, but alignment and cooperation can smoothen the execution of
this task. Minors-like programmes in upper secondary education, as mentioned
earlier, could serve as a vehicle for bridging trajectories between upper secondary curricula and the first year in HE. Herweijer and Turkenburg (2016) indicate
that in The Netherlands, the HE sector expects that the recently introduced minors in MBO will indeed act as transition vehicles. To make this happen, such
minors’ content should not only cover cognitive requirements but also other
(study) skills. In order to be pragmatic, communication and collaboration between the sectors and institutions is essential. If the HE sector expects better prepared students, and upper secondary schools are expected to deliver these, those
educators designing and teaching the minors have to maintain collaborative relationships with both upper secondary and HE vocational representatives.

Concluding thoughts
The neoliberal, global context seems to have contributed to pragmatic, hands on
curricula in upper secondary education with little space for personality and criticism. Giroux (2002) concisely sketches this context when writing that if society
is defined through the culture and values of neoliberalism, critical education as
condition for creating thoughtful and engaged citizens is sacrificed to the interest
of financial capital and the logic of profit-making. Taking the Dutch context as
example, the preparatory education, legal routes to HE, and the EQF level 6 HBO
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bachelor’s degree curricula cause a delicate situation for upper secondary education students. Preferably, liberal pedagogy and 21st century skills are fostered in
upper secondary education, but teaching marketable skills overshadows liberal
pedagogy. Although in The Netherlands minors have been introduced in upper
secondary education, it is not entirely clear which deficiencies are targeted, and
judging by the content of the minors developed so far, it seems to me the focus
lies on content and practical skills, not so much (yet) on cognitive, analytical capacities. This signals the need to carefully (re)consider the content of curricula
and bridging programmes. Furthermore, apart from their preparedness, the success rate of upper secondary education graduates in HE also derives from a students’ choice of HE programme. Being provided with information about study
options and learning about one’s interests and talents within curricula prior to
HE contributes to making a better, more adequate choice, although there is no
guarantee the right choice will be made (Warps, 2013). If the aim is, to use
Giroux’s words, to educate ‘thoughtful and engaged citizens’ (2002, p. 427) that
are able to be responsible and critical employees, with attention for talent and
differentiation as governments propose, then liberal pedagogy should be embedded in education from an earlier age and at least in programmes preparing for
HE. In the longer term, liberal pedagogy and critical thinking could very well
scaffold the development of both talented and creative personalities (Clegg, 2008)
as well as a competitive, critical, analytical workforce. After all, neoliberalism
primarily is a tendency and condition, leaving room for a pedagogy supporting
individual and societal development.

Endnote
For more on this topic: Blossfeld, H., Buchholz, S., Skopek, J., & Triventi, M. (Eds.)
(2016). Models of secondary education and social inequality. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar
Publishing.
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