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INTRODUCTION 

Statement of purpose & importance of research for the field 
Educators and policy makers around the world are attempting to “modernize” education in response to 
rapidly changing global economic, technological, and socio-economic trends. Reforms in the sector can 
take many different shapes – policy changes, curriculum revisions, increased funding, etc. The goal for 
all those approaches, however, is to prepare students to be competitive in an increasingly global 
economy, demanding a highly educated workforce. (Sahlberg & Hargreaves, 2011, pp. 96–121; Tucker, 
2011, p. 171) 
  
With this research study, I propose learning what skills and knowledge large global corporations based in 
Germany look for in their new hires and if they think current secondary education is providing good 
preparation. I propose conducting interviews with company executives who run one of the programs of 
the German Vocational Training System, as well as with the students participating in that particular 
trade internship.  My target location is the city of Dresden in former East Germany. 
 
One of the challenges in studying public education in Germany is that each state within the country has 
its own education system. However, this barrier is not decisive for this particular project because the 
focus is on perceptions of the corporation executives and the students in those programs may come 
from many different German federal sates (Lӓnder). 
 
The impetus for this study is that in today’s global economy, many countries are looking towards the 
German vocational training model, a partnership between the private sector and public education.1 In 
fact, the German Federal Government has started an initiative, edvance, aimed at advocating for the 
vocational education and training (VET) model abroad. There are also recent reports of the private 
sector taking the initiative and piloting projects based on the VET model abroad. (“Europe’s industrial 
giant plans to start vocational training in Karachi,” 2012) 
 
Recent comparative studies on the German dual apprenticeship model (here – VET) and its challenges 
have focused on an analysis of the historical evolution of the system and in-depth review of literature 
and data available, but no attempt to collect perception data from those currently participating in the 
program – from either the employer, student, or technical school teachers’ perspective. (Tremblay & Le 
Bot, 2003) 
 
In order to set the stage of studying how these model replications work in other countries, I propose to 
conduct a study to find out the perceptions of employers and student-interns in Germany. This will be 
an attempt to compare the effectiveness of the VET program within Germany before comparing it 
across nations. (Hanitzsch, 2008) 
 
This research will be the first stage of what I plan will become a three-stage study comparing the 
perceptions of company executives and students in the VET program as it is run in East and West 

                                                           
1
 My cultural informant, Wolfram Latsch, said both the United States and Japan are interested in 

replicating/adapting the successful German vocation education model. In the U.S. system, vocational education 
suffers from a stigma where the perception is often that students who cannot succeed in the academic track are 
funneled to the technical shops of high schools and community colleges. Instead, in Germany, the vocational track 
is more respected and perhaps even prestigious option that is a legitimate choice for many high school students. 

http://www.edvance.info/en/index.php
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Germany. According to my cultural informants, there are lingering sensitivities and perception 
difference between the former East and West Germany as well as some – at least perceived – 
economical opportunity shortcomings that linger in the eastern part of the country. 
 
I would also like to cross-reference the information collected in this survey with a quantitative analysis 
of data from the government – on the numbers of students involved in the program nation-wide and its 
success rates – graduation, hiring after completing of the internships, etc. Ideally, I would look for data 
that can be segregated by location. Then, I am interested in conducting a third stage of research which 
will entail another round of interviews, mirroring the current design, but customized for Munich, which 
is a formerly Western city in the southern part of the country, which one of my cultural informants has 
assured me may be a good comparison to Dresden – since Bavaria (Munich) and Saxony (Dresden) are 
two of the consistently high-achieving federal states. (Rost, 2012) Thus my comparison would control of 
education level – in both highly-achieving areas – and allow me to study the lingering economic-impacts 
form the Cold War division of the country. 
 
There is a rich literature – books, journals, etc. – on comparative international education. Often, 
however, the work is focused on what the specific reforms are in a given society/cultural context and 
what the respective student academic performance gains are. However, there is less information about 
those students’ perception about the kind of education they are receiving. There are some anecdotal 
accounts of this. (Faust, 2011) I am designing my research to more systematically analyze perceptions 
and cross-reference them to the performance data. I have chosen to study perceptions in the German 
VET program specifically because of its direct link to businesses that place participating students in 
modern day globally competitive jobs. 
 
Benefits of this study can be listed by stakeholder group: 

 Company – my hope is that my analysis will help the company that participates in my study 
better understand its own priorities in the changing global economic environment – what 
qualities it wants in its young employees and how it can partner even better with the local 
technical schools and the federal government’s VET program. 

 Students – the student interns will reflect on their experience thus far through their schooling 
and the training program and enter their new careers with an improved self-reflection and 
understanding of what skills they will want to continue developing; potentially some may feel 
compelled to voice their opinions in advocacy for students who will follow them through the 
VET program. 

 Government/VET program – my goal is to shed light on the needs of employers and the ways in 
which the VET program is meeting them as well as areas where it can improve. This should 
provide the government/VET administrators with ideas on how to continue strengthening a 
program that has become a model for international education reform. 

 Researchers – lastly, I do hope my study will inspire others scholars of public policy and 
education reform to either build on to this body of research or engage in comparative studies 
with similar vocational training programs around the world – to find what makes each effective 
and what lessons might be drawn for others to adapt. 

  

Cultural context 
Basic facts 
Germany has a population over 81-million and is largely homogenous (91.5 percent German, 2.4 percent 
Turkish, and 6.1 percent other ethnicities – mainly other Europeans). (“Europe: Germany,” 2012) 
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Statistics aside, when I was in Freiburg in 2004, there were many students from African countries and 
guest workers from around Europe, but I think that may vary from city to city. 
 
The literacy rate is 99 percent and the country spends 4.5 percent of GDP (2007 data) on education. 
According to 2009 data for 15-24 year-olds, Germany’s youth unemployment rate is 11 percent – which 
is relatively low – ranking it 98th in the world (out of 130 countries ranked), after many of its European 
neighbors, including the United Kingdom (18.9 percent youth unemployment) and also the United States 
(17.6 percent youth unemployment). (“Europe: Germany,” 2012)This is an interesting fact for my 
research as some credit Germany’s old and established vocational program for this achievement during 
the global economic downturn. (Dolgow, 2012) 
 
Reunification 
After the communist regime fell, the former East Germany’s dismal technology systems and 
infrastructure were modernized and integrated with that of the western part of the country. (“Europe: 
Germany,” 2012; Latsch, 2012) However, some sensitivity remains among locals and reunification as a 
subject matter may be a sensitive topic to study. (Latsch, 2012; Rost, 2012) This is relevant to my study 
because one of the reasons I am focusing on Germany is the opportunity for a comparative cultural 
study within that country. As I noted above in the statement of purpose, I am designing this study for 
Dresden with the goal of eventually conducting a second a third stage research where I compare 
formerly East Germany’s Dresden to formerly West Germany’s Munich. 
 
Language 
Most young or well educated Germans speak at least some English, however the locals do appreciate an 
effort to speak German – at least the casual, every-day phrases. (Steves, 2007, p. 22) I studied abroad in 
the small college town of Freiburg when I was an undergraduate and I plan on brushing up on my 
German before I travel for this research, so I should be able to get around OK. (Although I have planned 
for conducting the data collection in German.) 
 
Logistics 
The 24-hour clock is used throughout Europe, which I am familiar with because I grew up (until I was 15) 
in Bulgaria. I am also comfortable with the metric system, which will be useful as I plan my travel – to 
better understand distances, etc. I already have a two-prong electrical adapter that I used during my 
semester studying abroad in Freiburg and will use it again for my research trips – to power my netbook 
and smart phone. The only adjustment I anticipate to have to make is enable my phone for use in 
Europe and I will do so through my carrier in advance of my travel. 
 
I will budget for using public transit, rather than renting a car and worrying about insurance and hazards 
of driving in an unfamiliar city. With proper planning, I should be able to walk and take public transit to 
most of my appointments, and take an occasional taxi in cases of emergency (if I am running late). 
 
From my own experience in Freiburg in 2004 and from tips from Rick Steves’ guidebooks, I plan on 
alerting my credit card companies that I will be traveling during the scheduled dates and relying on cash 
from ATMs (Bankomat or Geldautomat). (Steves, 2007, p. 11) 
 
An interesting side-note that isn’t often found in guides – dates in Germany are written with the 
opposite sequence than in the United States (day, month, year). This is a small but important difference 
that I know from my Bulgarian background and my study-abroad in Germany. This is an important 
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distinction to keep in mind as I plan my travel but also as I schedule appointments and interviews with 
contacts in Dresden. 
 
Lastly, I always have a photocopy of my passport in my luggage in case the original is lost or stolen. And 
there is no need for a visa for my trips to Germany. (Steves, 2007, p. 10) 
 
Government 
Germany is a federal republic – and this is important for my study because each federal state – for 
example Saxony where Dresden is located – has its own local government and its own education system. 
(“Europe: Germany,” 2012) Although, the VET program does have federal governing bodies – such as the 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and the Federal Institute for Vocational Education 
and Training (BIBB). (“The German Vocational Training System: An Overview,” 2012) 
 
Society 
Germany, as described in its U.S.-facing website by the German Embassy, is a modern, cosmopolitan 
country with “a plurality of lifestyles and truly different ethnocultural diversity.” (“Society,” 2012) As an 
old European country, it has a long and complicated history, including a guest worker program that 
brought many Turkish families who have lived for generations in Germany without citizenship rights. 
 
Communication style 
Germans prefer truth and directness over diplomacy. Their direct communication style may be 
misinterpreted as arrogance. Along with their direct style, there is a lack of self-depreciation and coded 
language. They are also not likely to introduce humor during serious  conversations.  To go along with 
these serious traits, Germans also like details – those can be helpful when trying to establish credibility. 
(“Doing Business in Germany,” 2012) 
 
A language difference that is also a cultural communication peculiarity to Germany is the formal “Sie” – 
meaning “You” – to be used with people who are older, who are stranger, and who are higher in rank or 
status (as opposed to the casual “du” – “you”). When in doubt, the best approach in Germany is to use 
“Sie.” (“Communication Styles in Germany and the United States,” 2012) 
 
Self-reflexivity exercise: I tend to be very self-depreciative because the culture I was raised in (I grew up 
in Bulgaria, although this is also a family value) is one where modesty is valued highly. I will need to 
mindful of this and try to consciously avoid it, or I risk being misinterpreted as unsure of myself and my 
research. I also must be prepared to a lot more direct statements than what I am used to in the United 
States. The tip on details is helpful as I am a details-oriented person and this can be a strength I play up. 
 
I tend to try to make light of things and joke when I am nervous and/or presenting – this is something I 
will need to be very mindful of as 1) jokes don’t translate across languages and cultures very well; and 2) 
Germans are already predisposed to keep jokes out of business-like, serious conversations. At the same 
time, I must remember to smile and be friendly – as Rick Steves points out in his books on Germany – 
the local resident do appreciate a smile and a sincere attempt to speak the common German phrases in 
every-day interactions. 
 
Because some similar – though not quite as stringent – formality rules apply in the Bulgarian language 
and culture in which I was raised, I often still find myself defaulting to formal titles with communicating 
with a stranger. I think this will serve me well in Germany and may in fact put me more at ease, although  



Petrova – 12/11/2012 

Page 5 of 25 
 

I am not used to receiving the formal address since I was too young to be affected by that norm when I 
lived in Bulgaria. 
 
Business meetings 
An interesting cultural peculiarity is that Germans like to attend meetings having done a good amount of 
preparation (“Doing Business in Germany,” 2012) – this is helpful for me to know as I’ll plan to have a 
description of my research and some other background documents translated in German – to be able to 
share with key stakeholders as I make contacts, especially for my elite interviews. 
 
Another interesting insight from the business community is that German companies tend towards the 
development of specialists rather than generalists – this will be good to keep in mind, but I will also need 
to establish a relationship with a cultural informant specific to the company I select for my study who 
can teach me more about the company-specific culture before I finalize the design of my interviews. 
 
Thank you gifts 
Given Germany’s formal communication culture and from discussions with my cultural informants, I 
have decided to offer no material incentives for participation in my study.  I do not believe that 
incentives will be necessary to recruit participants. 
 
I will, however, bring some thank you gifts – various University of Washington-logo items, which is 
something that in Germany is viewed as an interesting U.S. custom – to brand various items, like T-shirts 
and key chains, with an institution’s logo. I think these will be good tokens of appreciation and I’m 
assured by cultural informants that they are appropriate – inexpensive and unique to me and my role as 
a researcher from the United States. (Latsch, 2012; Rost, 2012) 
 
Dresden 
Dresden is the capital of Saxony and has half a million residents. The city was firebombed during World 
War II and after the war, it was in the Soviet part of the country, leading to a 40-year communist rule 
that left it economically devastated. In 2007, Saxony’s unemployment rate was around 19 percent. 
Logistically, the city should be easy to get around in using the trams and buses, and I will budget for daily 
public transit passes. Taxis – in case they are necessary – are also reasonably priced. (Steves, 2007, p. 
335) 

Research questions 
What do Germany’s vocational students and employers think about the VET program? How well does 
VET prepare Germany’s youth to be competitive in today’s global economy? What changes – on both 
the education and training sides – do employers and students want to see? What makes the VET 
program so successful? 
 
Key concepts 
Some of the key concepts I will explore include: 

 “quality vocational education” – a vocational program that teaches skills and knowledge, 
challenges the students, and results in a well-paid career-track job at completion; 

 “competitive in a global economy” – what does it mean to be successful in today’s workplace – 
the skills and knowledge students need to excel in careers in multinational corporations with 
global markets; 
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These are only my working definitions, they are broad and purposely so. I intend to conduct several 
exploratory interviews with a research assistant from the Technical University Dresden – and I plan on 
going through a decentering exercise with this partner to flesh out these and other possible key 
concepts that will help me then update my draft interview and survey questions. (Rivenburgh & 
Manusov, 2010) But I will also build questions about these key concept into my data collection tools 
themselves – to give an opportunity to the company managers/employers and students to come up with 
their own definitions. 
 
Etic vs. Emic 
Ideas such as “quality education” and “being competitive in a global economy” exist in many countries – 
these are the etic concepts I am exploring. However, how they are defined in each society may differ 
vastly – in the United States we define quality education with metrics such as high school graduation 
rates, grades, standardized tests, teacher evaluations, and at the post-secondary level – with the 
prestige and selectiveness of the university one attends, the completion of a certain degree, and the 
ability to land a well-paying job after university. Many of these indicators (the ability to land a well-
paying job, for example) will likely translate well to the residents of Dresden, but anticipate to find some 
different measurements of success in these respects. 
 
Also, the structure of education is very different – and not just between the United States and Germany 
but within Germany – from one federal state to another, and from one technical college to another. 
 
Comparative possibilities 
As I mentioned in the statement of purpose section above, I envision this study as the first in a three-
stage research set up: 
 

 Munich – After completing the analysis of my research questions in Dresden, I hope to be able 
to replicate the study in Munich and to compare my findings from both cities to see if there are 
a different set of emic values that the employers and students in those cities prioritize. I hope 
through analyzing the survey data to be able to identify some explanatory variables that account 
for any possible disparities in values or perceptions. Perhaps there may be differences between 
former East and West Germany. This will depend, of course, on me being able to control for 
other major differences – i.e. if I am able to find a corporation that runs VET programs in both 
Dresden and Munich, that would account for corporate policy differences; and I will need to 
know where each of the participating students are from – as I am not sure how many move 
away from their home city/state to attend technical schools. 

 Quantitative data – I hope through establishing relationships with vocational education 
researchers in Germany as part of this study, I will be able to eventually access databases kept 
by the government on variables such as participation rates in VET, graduation rates, etc. I will 
then analyze the data to better understand what hard evidence there is for the success of VET 
and compare that with the perception data collected through my Dresden and Munich studies. 

 
These are my own goals for taking this study into comparative mode, but as I mentioned in the 
statement of purpose section, I am also designing this study with external validity in mind. (Berry, 2002; 
Johnson & Tuttle, 1989, p. 462) I hope other comparative education researchers may study similar 
vocational programs in the United States and other countries and compare perceptions with my 
Dresden research – since quantitative data would be very difficult to compare across nations, given that 
each of these programs is likely to be drastically different in design, purpose, and metrics/data collected. 
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If I do successfully complete the Munich study as well, I hope that will provide some comparison within 
to make future comparative studies across – between Germany’s cities and other countries’. (Hanitzsch, 
2008) 
 
Project administration & cultural informants 
For my University of Washington project research committee I will recruit two faculty members. One 
will be an education subject-matter expect – I have several possible professors in mind from the College 
of Education and from the Evans School of Public Affairs. The other will be Sabine Lang, Associate 
Professor of European Studies, from the Jackson School of International Studies. One of the cultural 
informants I used for this research design, Professor Latsch, recommended Professor Lang as an expert 
on Germany – having grown up there and obtained her PhD at the Free University in Berlin. She 
continues to study Germany, travels there regularly, and focuses on civil society issues, thus my research 
should be of interest to her as well. 
 
I will also reach out to faculty at the education department of Technical University Dresden (TU 
Dresden) – the largest university in Saxony and one of the top 11 universities in the country. Teaching 
and research in that department includes vocational education. (“TU Dresden - an overview,” 2010, p. 
18) I will explain my project and ask to be paired with an undergraduate student who can be my 
research assistant and local cultural informant, or a graduate student or professor who would be a 
research partner. Ideally, I would prefer to work with a graduate student, but to have them as a 
research assistant, to allow me flexibility in the research design, revisions, and final outputs. I would, in 
return, offer to be an assistant for a project they may be interested in conducting in the United States. 
(Jacob & Jacob, 1979) 

METHODS 

Unit of analysis 
My unit of analysis is a city. I will focus my study on the city of Dresden. In my preliminary interviews 
with a research assistant/local cultural informant from TU Dresden, I will aim to obtain data on how 
effective the VET program is in the city. Then, in my research I will seek to find out what makes this 
difference – i.e. if VET is very successful in Dresden, why is that? IF it is lagging behind other cities – what 
may be the reasons for the underperformance? This approach will allow me to compare relative 
differences – set up the research design for future researchers to be able to make meaningful 
comparisons with their own studies. (Hanitzsch, 2008) 
 
A city is an appropriate unit of analysis because it will allow me some flexibility in choosing my sample, 
but also contextualize my research so that it may be comparable to other cities inside Germany as well 
as cities from other countries. Since my research questions are nested in the education system (and this 
may vary by country, federal state, or even city and school), I am trying to go down to a relatively emic 
concept; but I am really interested in how students are prepared for the workplace and in that sense a 
city is probably an appropriate level of analysis – as most students would be able limited to what 
vocational training is available in certain city. (Van de Vijver & Leung, 2011) 
 
For example, Dresden has “around 40,000 students are registered in ten colleges and universities, two 
academies and 12 vocational school centres.” (“Dresden - University studies,” 2012) Instead of focusing 
on one of the 12 vocational centers and thus limiting my research to a small number of students, I will 
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work with my local cultural informant to identify a company – or a few, depending on the size of each 
company’s VET program. 
 
The reason a company is not my unit of analysis is that approach would be too limiting for future 
comparative work. Companies are inherently too different from each other to be an equivalent unit of 
analysis. (Van de Vijver & Leung, 2011) They vary by industry, size, location, corporate culture, 
production and distribution systems, markets, etc. I think the better value in finding out what employers 
from different companies look for in their new hires in a particular city – to allow education policy 
makers to address a variety of needs. 

Sample 
I will target conducting in-depth/”elite” interviews with: 

 3 managers running or hiring students from a company’s apprenticeship VET program; and 

 2 professors from vocational school/s where VET program participants attend classes during 
their apprenticeships; this will most likely be someone from TU Dresden as that is where I plan 
on establishing contacts to recruit a research assistant/local cultural informant. 

 
I will also have short surveys – and will target: 

 50-100 students participating in VET programs in Dresden; depending on how many are in each 
company – I may limit this to just the corporation where I plan on conducting the manager 
interviews, but to get a sufficient enough “n” (statistical sample size), I will branch outside of 
that company; this should be a realistic goals since there are 350 different jobs that fall into the 
VET program in Dresden, (“Dresden - Job training,” 2012) and presumably some of these have 
multiple participants 

 
Lastly, I will also have my research assistant conduct 2-3 group interviews with VET program students in 
their third year of the program – who are about to graduate and thus have a better understanding of 
what skills and knowledge they need for a career-track job; they will also be in a position to reflect on 
whether the vocational on-site training at the company, their vocation school curriculum, and more 
generally their education before VET  have been most helpful giving them a good head start in their 
careers. 

 20 students will be my maximum target2 and they can be split into 2-3 groups (of 6-8 or 10). 
 
One of the cultural concerns I have is gender equity – Germany still has a male dominance in business, 
especially engineering and other science-related fields. (“Doing Business in Germany,” 2012) That is 
slowly changing with demographic shifts and it may not be as big of an issue for my student samples, but 
it may skew my managers and professors sample. (Lonner & Berry, 1986) I will discuss this concern with 
m y local cultural informant. I want to sample to representative, though, so it may just have to be one of 
the caveats described in my analysis. I will certainly target the small-group student interviews to be 
made up of gender-proportionate numbers, representative of all VET students in Dresden – to the 
extent that that information exists at TU Dresden or elsewhere in the city or other government level. 
 
My sampling will be purposive/non-random. I will recruit the survey participants through my research 
assistant – in this way, they will likely come from corporations that TU Dresden partners with for its own 
VET program. In a sense this is a homogenous sample – because all of the students in the VET in Dresden 

                                                           
2
 Or until I reach a point of saturation and I begin to hear repetitive themes in reiterated in subsequent interviews 

– i.e. until I am no longer getting much new information. 
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are going to start the program at around 18 and they will also be self-selected for vocational studies 
(students have to apply to get in VET). 
 
For the focus groups, I will be interested in intensity sampling – it would ideally be based on the surveys 
and target those students who had the most critical views of VET (to be in one focus group) and those 
who had the most positive experience in the program (to be in another focus group). This will allow us 
to ask each group what worked best and what should be changed and get very different answers. 
Ideally, time-and-resource permitting, a third, typical case sample would be made up of a few among 
the average respondents from the survey – for a third small focus group. 
 
The elite interviews I will conduct will be based on opportunistic – i.e. snowball – sampling. When I 
decide on the company to focus on for the manager interviews and student focus groups, I will ask my 
research assistant for an introduction to the manager in that company in charge of the VET program ask 
him/her for who else to interview in that company. 
 
Choosing the company will be based on criteria such as large multi-national company that targets global 
markets – to be able to get at the “global competitive economy” key concept. It will also be important 
that the company’s VET program is large enough to allow for the student group interviews to be 
conducted there. It should be easier to gain access to corporations than schools, especially if I can offer 
a return-on-investment to the company managers – i.e. offering them a copy of my finished report, 
probably just post-publication – to help them evaluate their in-house VET program and consider any 
possible improvements. 
 
One possible candidate that I’d like to explore with my research assistant is Volkswagen. The German 
car manufacturer has a “transparent factory” which is a tourist attraction in Dresden where one can go 
an observe the whole 36-hour process of making a vehicle.(Steves, 2007, p. 347) If the company has 
such a public-facing manufacturing facility, it is likely to also be open to participating in the research 
study. Of course, I hope my TU Dresden colleague would be able to help me identify companies that 
have the corporate culture predisposition to participate. 
 
The one concern I have is gaining consent from the students without them feeling coerced. I will need to 
discuss with my research assistant/local cultural informant how to best guarantee anonymity to limit the 
students from changing their answers in the group interviews – out of fear of not being able to secure a 
job if they are critical of their company’s VET program. One way of addressing this may be that we agree 
with the company that who is interviewed will not be revealed to the managers and we approach the 
students on the day/s when they are at the their technical school – conducting the group interviews at 
the schools to avoid any unease and allow for more frank discussions. 

Rationale for methodology 
Research questions & cultural considerations 
The VET program is described as a “dual system” – in that the vocational training takes place in both on-
site at a company and in a vocational school. (“Dresden - Job training,” 2012) Students typically spend 
three to four days at the company apprenticeship and one to two days per week in class at the technical 
school. (Dolgow, 2012) The program has been successful enough to attract attention from the United 
States, Japan and other developed countries looking for creative ways to keep their competitive edge in 
a global economy and effectively train their young workforce. (Latsch, 2012) 
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In fact, earlier this year, eight German multinational corporations (Siemens, BASF, Linde, Mercedes-
Benz, Merck, Lufthansa Cargo, DB Schenker and DHL), partnering with the government (German 
Consulate in Karachi), announced they are starting a vocational training program in Pakistan. This new 
initiative is based on Germany’s VET: “The programme will be based on the dual training system, which 
will combine theoretical lessons at schools with apprenticeships at a company.” The goal identified for 
this program aligns with my research question about competitiveness in a global economy: “the 
principle objective of the project was to produce a productive workforce that would be equipped to 
handle the challenges presented by modern industries.” (“Europe’s industrial giant plans to start 
vocational training in Karachi,” 2012) 
 
My research questions, as described previously, aim at understanding how successful VET is inside 
Germany for preparing participants to be competitive and have successful careers in global 
multinational corporations. This will set the stage for comparative research in the future – to evaluate 
the effectiveness of newer programs, such as the Karachi one described here or the U.S. technical 
schools and vocational community college programs. 
 
I considered conducting my study with students, parents, and teachers in the secondary public schools 
in Germany. However, I decided that if I shifted my sample to employers and technical school teachers, I 
would be speaking with experts who have a better, first-hand understanding of what makes for a 
quality-educated workforce for today’s competitive global economy. This is also why I am targeting 
students about to graduate from the VET program – they are closest to getting a real-world job and 
would have a better appreciation of what skills they value the most from their apprenticeship and 
vocational coursework in school. 
 
By conducting both a survey and interviews (elite as well as group), I will attempt to triangulate my own 
data – aiming for internal validity of my study. (Lonner & Berry, 1986; Marin & Marin, 1991a) Ideally, I 
will also look at the Dresden city data and national VET data to compare my own survey’s external 
validity. I will work with my research assistant from TU Dresden to find out if it is feasible for me to 
access that type of data, if it is easily translatable. At minimum, I will ask my research assistant to review 
the results – descriptive statistics of the survey for this research – and compare it to city-wide data 
collected by the government or technical schools, to make sure it is not too far off. I would like to use 
any existing surveys to help me design the questions for mine, to make sure it will be comparable. I will 
include some additional questions specific to my research questions, of course. 
 
Because of the German preference for direct communication style, I will limit the small-talk planned into 
my elite interviews. Because of German’s preference – especially in business – to come to meetings 
prepared, I provide a packet of background information to my elite interviewees. 
 
To try to mitigate any power relations, especially because I will be a young female researcher and the 
managers at the company are likely to be older males, I will request to schedule the interviews in small 
conference rooms in their office buildings, but not in their personal office. I will explain this is because I 
need time to set up my recording equipment (either video or audio – whichever my local cultural 
informant advises will be less uncomfortable for my interviewees) and will have to have room for my 
translator. (Leech, 2002; Marin & Marin, 1991b) I will position myself across from the interviewee, to be 
able to make eye contact. (“Doing Business in Germany,” 2012) I will position my interpreter, slightly 
behind me and to one side, so they are seen, but I am closer and more prominent as the research and 
questioner. 
 



Petrova – 12/11/2012 

Page 11 of 25 
 

One consideration for choosing to conduct surveys and elite interviews at multinational corporations is 
that I hope the access will be easier compared to a school. However, I will also need to obtain the 
technical school’s approval from administration if I am to have the group interviews conducted in this 
less threatening environment (see my concern about insincere answers in the group interviews – 
described in the sample section above). 
 
For that purpose of obtaining buy-in and formal approvals to conduct my research both at the 
corporation of choice and the matching technical school, I will have some brief, but detailed (See 
communication style subsection in the cultural context section ) documents describing my research on 
UW letterhead, translated in German. I will submit these packets of information along with my requests 
for research participation with the elite gatekeepers in each institution – to be identified with the help 
of my local cultural informant. 
 
Lastly, as I describe in my data collection plan below, I will employ a multi-stage approach to this 
research – I hope the survey will help me identify some patterns, the elite interviews will help me 
understand why these patterns occur and the group interviews will then attempt to get at a deeper 
understanding of what works well and what needs to be changed.3 (Marin & Marin, 1991a) 

Data collection plan 
I am using a multi-method (surveys, elite interviews, and group interviews), multi-stage approach (Plan 
A): 

 Stage 1: Surveys – this will be the first method and it will be conducted in March4 when the 
students in the VET apprenticeships should have a break from their technical school studies. 
These will be proctored by my research assistant and then translated and analyzed by me over 
the following month. 

 Stage 2: Elite interviews – will be scheduled in advance for two weeks in May when I will be on 
site in Dresden, to conduct these, along with a translator and my research assistant. These will 
then be transcribed, coded and analyzed. 

 Stage 3: Group interviews – these will be informed by both the surveys (using patterns from 
them to prompt discussions) and the elite interviews. They will be conducted in June-July by my 
research assistant, then transcribed, translated, and coded and analyzed. At this stage the elite 
interview analysis may not be complete yet, but enough information will be extracted from it to 
assist my research assistant and me in designing the group interview questions. 

 
The idea is for the surveys to also help identify the intensity samples for the small group interviews. This 
may be accomplished by assigning annonymized survey participant numbers. However, if this fails either 
because of Human Subject Research (HSR) concerns or if my local cultural informant has concerns about 
response rates if this is matching of survey-takers is built-in, I will consider revising the multi-stage 
approach to the following (Plan B): 

                                                           
3
 When analyzing and decentering this data, I will likely lean on some Program Evaluation tools such as a theory of 

change or logic model – to better understand how VET is intended to work. (PBAF 526 A – Spring 2012 – Evans 
School of Public Affairs, University of Washington, Professor May Kay Gugerty) 
4
 This and following date-frames are based on general information about the academic calendars of universities in 

Dresden and technical schools and universities in Germany in general. (“Academic term,” 2012, “Dresden - 
University studies,” 2012) These time-frames will be verified and adjusted with my research assistant/local cultural 
informant from TU Dresden. 
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 Preparatory stage – review any existing government or university data on VET program 
participation rates, etc. in Dresden; 

 Stage 1: Elite interviews (same as above); 

 Stage 2: Group interviews – with students randomly selected inside the purposeful sample of 
the corporation chosen for the study; these students will be asked for fill out a very short 
questionnaire that will be matched to them individually, but annonymized (i.e. no names, but an 
ID number system may be used) at the beginning of the group interviews – to be used as an ice-
breaker and also to build a descriptive statistical profile (mostly demographics) of the 
interviewees – such as age, gender, born and raised in formerly East or West Germany, 
schooling completed before VET, etc. This would allow me to later filter the qualitative data by 
various demographic traits.5 

 
Logistical and cultural considerations 
Many of these have already been described in pervious sections (see research questions & cultural 
considerations and the last paragraph in the sample section). Germany being a modern, cosmopolitan 
country and my studying being staged in a large city, the capital of one of the large federal states, I 
expect participants to be relatively comfortable with taking surveys. The group interviews may require 
some more preparation – to go along with the cultural feature of Germans who like to be prepared 
going into a meeting or interview – a shortened version of the background materials given to the elite-
interviewees will be prepared for those students who agree to participate in the group interviews and 
will be issued upon signing of the consent forms. 
 
I will instruct my research  assistant to conduct the group interviews – if possible – in classrooms at the 
technical school that is paired with the target corporation. In those classrooms, the chairs/desks should 
be arranged in a circle to allow for the participants to engage in a conversation and/or bounce ideas off 
of each other. The research assistant conducting the group interviews should stay outside the circle, 
moving around a bit, to maintain eye contact and facilitate conversation by asking the 
questions/prompts. 
 
Both the elite and group interviews will be recorded – ideally with video – to make the transcribing and 
translation easier. All recordings will be eventually (after publication of the research findings) destroyed 
to assure anonymity and this will be specified in the consent forms and background materials given to 
participants. Annonymized transcripts will be kept longer – as the raw data on which the analysis is 
based. (Mertens, 2012) 
 
Research support 
Research assistant/local cultural informant – this person’s role has been described throughout the 
proposal. In summary, I will ask them for help obtaining the data for the preparatory stage (Plan B) or to 
proctor the surveys (Stage 1 in Plan A). I will also ask them to be present during the elite interviews, 
along with a professional translator, and I will debrief with both of them after each interview. I will also 
have the research assistant conduct and record the group interviews (which will happen after I have left 
Dresden) and will schedule a debrief phone call with them following those group sessions. 
 
Translator & Interpreter – I will look for a translation and interpretation services from one of the 
universities in Dresden. (Rost, 2012) I will hire an interpreter for the elite interviews only. All other data 

                                                           
5
 Atlas.ti is one qualitative analysis software package that allows for ingesting short survey data and filtering 

participants’ qualitative answers by fields specified in the survey. 
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will be either written (surveys) or transcribed (group interviews & eventually the elite interviews as well) 
and translated. 
 
Transcriber & data entry person – I will hire an undergraduate or other graduate student from TU 
Dresden to do the transcriptions – in German – of the elite interviews and group interviews. This same 
person can also complete the data entry from the surveys – into a digital format for analysis (this can be 
done in Excel and then converted to either SPSS- or Atlas.ti-friendly formats). I will then ask my research 
assistant to review them for accuracy and reliability before they are translated into English. 
 
Coding and analysis – I will conduct this work myself – possibly with some help from my research 
assistant, depending on their English language proficiency. 
 
Human subject considerations – I will submit my proposal – especially my sample and data collection 
designs as well as instruments – to the University of Washington’s IRB (Institutional Review Board) for 
consideration. Germany appears to have an extensive network for Research Ethics Committees (RECs) 
but those are focused largely on medical research. (“National Information: Germany,” 2012, “Deutscher 
Ethikrat: Welcome to the German Ethics Council,” 2012) I will consult both the UW IRB and my research 
assistant from TU Dresden about the appropriate ethical committees or processes that I should go 
through – this would be in addition to the UW IRB. I plan on including both approvals in the packets of 
information describing my project to participants. 
 
Technology, tools – Because the video (or audio) recordings of the interviews will be transcribed in 
Germany (under supervision of my research assistant), I will rent that equipment there – to avoid any 
potential format differences between U.S. and German recording and playback technology. That way I 
will also not need to worry about having enough different adaptors for each video camera, etc. 
 
I will use email and Skype to communicate with my research assistant. Skype is a tool much more 
popular in Europe than in the United States. I have an account and have used it to video call relatives in 
Europe, so I will use it heavily for the preparatory stages of the research and debriefs with my research 
assistant. I will use either Dropbox, Google Docs or Basecamp – depending on the security level needed 
for the type of data we share and my research assistant’s comfort level with project management 
software. 
 
Since I have an account for the University of Washington’s CSDE remote servers, I will have access to my 
analysis tools (SPSS and Atlas.ti) while I am traveling in Germany. Internet cafes are a back-up plan for 
accessing Wi-Fi connectivity for my netbook, but I will also rely on the TU Dresden’s Internet and my 
host’s home network or a hotel. (Steves, 2007, p. 26) I may stay with a family friend – however, her 
home is an hour away by public transit from TU Dresden. Since during my stay I will be meeting with my 
research assistant at the university, I will want to have relatively shorter commute.  My lodging choice, 
however, also depends on where the elite interviews will be conducted – i.e. the location of the 
company we choose and schedule interviews with VET program managers. 
 

Data analysis 
Process & logistics 
I will conduct training with my research assistant to ensure proper techniques for recording – and will 
have at least one backup audio/video recorder in each interview. We will make sure there are always 
plenty of data storage cards, extra batteries, and that the interviewers (myself, the interpreter, and 

http://www.washington.edu/research/hsd/topics/About+the+IRB
http://csde.washington.edu/
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research assistant) remember to refrain from audio “listening cues” – such as agreeing, “hmm-ing,” etc. 
– which may make it difficult to transcribe the recording later. I will instead, remind all of us to smile 
when appropriate and maintain alert body language and eye contact to reassure our interviewees – and 
to collect reliable data. (Berry, 2002; “Doing Business in Germany,” 2012; Leech, 2002) 
 
I will also work out a system of backing up all data files – this will be something my research assistant 
and I are diligent about – copying the recorded files, transcripts and digitized survey data on our project 
management web-based tool as well as on our own personal computers and a third level – copies on 
CDs or memory sticks. 
 
I will use quantitative tools for the surveys (Excel and SPSS) and a qualitative software program (Atlas.ti) 
to analyze the data – all available through UW CSDE. 
 
Validity 
When all data is collected, before I complete my analysis, I will step back through this design proposal to 
make sure that there is no sample or instrument data bias (outside of a reasonable amount given the 
comparative approach). I will review my debriefs with the research assistant and interpreter – to make 
sure I am not misinterpreting any of the qualitative data collected from interviews – if perhaps there are 
alternative and culture-specific explanations for certain peculiarities that have jumped out in my 
preliminary analysis and that I am attributing to the VEP program structure in Dresden. 
 
I will also review my notes on the corporate culture of the company that is ultimately selected for the 
study, to make sure that some of the patterns I am observing aren’t simply explained by that sub-
culture. (Marin & Marin, 1991c) 
 
Output plan 
This research is a master’s thesis for the Jackson School of International Studies and as such it will be 
submitted to the University of Washington Graduate School. I will obtain my own copyright through 
ProQuest and will, after the paper is complete and approved by the UW Graduate School, provide copies 
to the education department at TU Dresden (a copy to my research assistant as well) and the company 
that participated in the study. I will at that stage explore possibilities for submitting the paper for 
publication with international comparative education journals (this possibility will be mentioned in the 
project description documents supplied to study participants). 
 
My research assistant will be credited as such in the final paper. 
  

http://www.grad.washington.edu/students/etd/info.shtml
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APPENDICES 

Schedule6 
 

Month (all 2013) Dates Activity Notes 

January-February - Reach out to the education 
department in TU Dresden, 
identify a research assistant, 
conduct preliminary project 
planning meetings over Skype and 
via email. 
 
Prepare either for Plan A Surveys 
or Plan B preparatory stage (see 
data collection plan) 

I will adapt a research 
assistant agreement to 
specify the tasks, length 
of the assignment, and 
compensation; 
Dresden is 9 hours 
ahead of Seattle – 
important for 
scheduling Skype calls. 

March 11-157 Surveys with 50-100 VET 
participants – research assistant 
distributes and collects surveys 

- 

March-April March 18 – 
end of April 

Surveys – complete data entry; 
Surveys or other VET data – 
analyze; 
Revise interview protocols for 
elites; 
Schedule elite interviews; 

March 29 – Good 
Friday8 
April 1 – Easter Monday 

May 13-17 & 21-24 Elite interviews – conduct all 5, I 
will be on site in Germany 
 
Flights: May 10-26 roundtrip, 
Seattle-Dresden – via Lufthansa 
(~$1279-$1331 – see budget for 
more details) 

May has many holidays 
(May 1, 9, 20, and 30) 
but summer time tends 
to be when many 
Europeans take long 
vacations and I’d like to 
complete the interviews 
with elites prior to the 
height of summery 
break season. 
 
To limit my travel 
expenses, I will fly in 
only once for two 
weeks to conduct the 
elite interviews; my 

                                                           
6
 This and following date-frames are based on general information about the academic calendars of universities in 

Dresden and technical schools and universities in Germany in general. (“Academic term,” 2012, “Dresden - 
University studies,” 2012) These time-frames will be verified and adjusted with my research assistant/local cultural 
informant from TU Dresden. 
7
 There are no public holidays in these weeks March in Saxony. (“Dresden - Churches and holidays,” 2012) 

8
 2013 Germany legal holidays: http://www.holidays-info.com/Holidays-Germany/2013/holidays_2013.html 

http://www.holidays-info.com/Holidays-Germany/2013/holidays_2013.html
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research assistant will 
conduct the survey and 
group interview data 
collections; 

May 27-31 Transcribing of elite interview 
recordings 

- 

June-July - Prepare for and conduct group 
interviews – exact scheduling 
TBD, based on research assistant 
availability and students’ 
availability; 
 
Translate transcripts of elite 
interviews; 
 
Begin analysis of elite interviews; 
 
Begin transcribing and translating 
group interviews 

There are no official 
holidays in June-July, 
however, this is 
summer time and some 
of my German 
colleagues may be 
taking time off. 

August-September - Finish transcribing and translating 
all data; 
 
Conduct debriefs & Validity check 
of full project once more, with my 
UW committee and TU Dresden 
research assistant; 
 
Complete analysis; 
 
Write draft of research paper, 
revision rounds with UW 
committee; 

- 

October - Finish research paper – final 
output; 
 
Submit paper to UW Graduate 
School 

- 

November-December - Follow up with research 
participants and partners – 
sending thank you notes and a 
copy of completed thesis and 
soliciting input. 

- 
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Salaries & Wages

Principal investiagor (50% FTE, Premaster research assisstant at UW) $18,300

Research assistant (TU Dresdent - graduate student - TIME & % OF SALARY)

$11,375

Subtotal: $29,675

Contract Personal Services

Interpreter $550

Translator $7,125

Transcriber/data entry $1,000

Gifts for research subjects (UW logo chotchkies) $200

Subtotal: $8,875

Other Contractual Services

Immunizatons, visa $0

ISP, phone, fax $600

Mailing costs $100

Photocopies $73

Subtotal: $773

Travel

Airfare $1,300

Hotel $3,520

Per diem (food & incidentals) $1,904

In-city travel $94

Subtotal: $6,818

Supplies and Materials

Field notebooks $20

Pens, pencils $20

Batteries $50

Adapters for German electical system (for personal netbook, smart phone, etc.)

$10

Subtotal: $100

Equipment

Renting video/audio recording equipment $200

Digital audio recorder - as backup for elite 1:1 interviews $60

Hand-held scanner - for digitizing documents, possibly for digitaizing surveys (esp. 

if we go with Plan B and have short ones before each group interview)

$80

Subtotal: $340

Retirement and Benefits

Graduate Students = salary figure x 14.2% (2012-13 rate) $2,599

Subtotal: $2,599

Operating Fee/Tuition

Tuition for principal investigator (Premaster) $24,372

Subtotal: $24,372

TOTAL DIRECT COSTS

Subtotal direct costs: $73,551

INDIRECT COSTS

Calculated at 54.6%  (2012-13 UW rate) - since I will be remotely using CSDE 

software analysis packages $40,159

Subtotal indirect costs: $40,159

TOTAL BUDGET $113,709

Budget9 
  

                                                           
9
 Details on how estimates were calculated – i.e. budget worksheet – are available upon request. 
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Instrument excerpt 
This is an excerpt from an elite interview script for a 1-hour interview with a company executive. The 
complete scripts will be updated based on any preliminary data and discussions with my research 
assistant/local cultural informant and my committee – especially Professor Lang. They will then be 
translated using a double-check method for ensuring the translations are clear and culturally 
appropriate (i.e. direct questions – to match Germany’s preferred direct communication style). 
 
 

Elite Interview Protocol 

Breaking the ice: Thank the company executive for taking the time for the interview and for his 

company’s participation in the research. Ask them if they have received the background information 

packet  and if they have any questions about the process or timeline. 

If appropriate, remind them the reason for the recording (“As you know from the background packet, we 

will be recording in order to transcribe the interview”). 

Introduce translator and research assistant. 

Before we talk about the effectiveness of the VET program, we hope You10 can tell us a little about Your 

own background and Your roles here at the company and with VET. 

1. How long have You been at ___________________ company in Your current role? 

2. Please briefly describe Your career path to this current role? 

3. Did You participate in a VET program when You were a student? 

a. If yes: What do You value most about Your own experience with VET? 

Questions about VET structure at this company 

Let us begin by talking about the structure of the VET here at ____________ company. 

4. Please describe how the VET program works here – (1) how do You recruit participants, (2) what 

jobs do You have available for apprenticeships, (3) how many participants do You have, (4) what 

is the reporting and evaluation structure built in to make sure these participants succeed? 

a. Make sure all these items are discussed. If interviewee talks about other aspects of the 

program – allow them to finish their thoughts and then pivot back to the four main 

points in the question. 

5. How many students graduate Your company’s VET program and what percentage of those are 

hired into permanent positions? 

Questions about perceptions of VET 

Let us now talk about the value the company sees in VET. 

6. Why does Your company choose to participate in VET? 

                                                           
10

 The capitalized You is to signify that when translated in German these pronounce will take the formal Sie form. 
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7. What do You value most about the program? 

8. What are the biggest strength of the program? 

9. What changes would the company like to see introduced – from the government or technical 

school partners? 

Questions about skills needed for competitive global economy 

Your company has branches around the world and a global market. Let us talk about what skills a 

company like Yours values in its young workers. 

10. What would You say are the top 3 skills a young employee needs in order to succeed at 

__________ company? 

[Etc. – protocol to be completed] 

### 
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