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Introduction 

Industrialisation in Norway was late, and industrial interests did not have the strength to influence state 

policy significantly during the early 20th century (Michelsen & Høst, 2018). In the late 19th and early 20th 

century, however, democratization and industrialization processes were strong drivers in the 

development of the Norwegian education system, including VET institutions. In this paper, we describe 

the changing role of apprenticeship training, the development of vocational schools and the emerging 

state involvement in the late 19th and early 20th century in Norway. We use a historical institutional 

framework inspired by Thelen (2004) to analyse the evolution towards a collective skill formation system 

from the period of early industrialization to the period after the second world war. The period analysed 

starts with the de-regulation of crafts in 1839 and ends with the establishment of a national legislative 

framework for vocational schools (in 1935) and for apprenticeships (in 1952). We argue that the 

establishment of a joint collective employer association for traditional crafts and industry in 1886 played 

an important role in the establishment of a legal framework regulating apprenticeship training. Later, the 

formation of the Labour Party and the development of the labour movement, and their willingness to 

support apprenticeship training and vocational schools were strong drivers towards a collective skill 

formation system. In the first decades of the 20th century, the Norwegian VET system could be 

characterized as a liberal system with some elements from a collectivist system of skill formation (Thelen 

2004).  From the 1930s, the state gradually got more involved in regulating VET, and the skill formation 

system that evolved had elements from the statist system, but apprenticeships were regulated and 

remained an important part of the skill formation system in Norway.  

 

Deregulation and liberal market ideology 

After the Napoleonic wars, Norway was separated from a union with Denmark that had lasted for more 

than 400 years. Under the treaty of Kiel, Denmark was forced to surrender Norway to Sweden. Norway 

established its own constitution in 1814 but had to accept Swedish rule until full independence was 
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gained in 1905. In the early 19th century, liberal market ideology dominated, in Norway as in other 

European countries. The principle of freedom of trade was written into the 1814-constitution, and liberal 

thinking also had a strong influence on craft legislation up to the 1890s. The first Norwegian Crafts Act 

was passed by the Norwegian Parliament, the Storting, in 1839 and led to a significant weakening of the 

guild system. At the time, there were more than 40 crafts guilds in Norway, organizing more than 1300 

masters. The guilds and the masters were concentrated to urban areas, and artisans from rural areas 

were not allowed to sell their products and services in the cities. Under the Crafts Act of 1839, artisans 

from rural areas were allowed to offer their trade in towns and cities. In 1866 and 1871, new laws were 

passed that completely abolished the old guild system. The new laws removed regulations for 

apprenticeship training, such as the length of apprenticeships or the requirements for skills certification 

through journeyman’s examinations. For the masters, there was no longer a requirement for a certificate 

of proficiency or a master’s test, or for documented skills in writing, arithmetic, or drawing. The only 

requirements for obtaining a craft certificate and be able to establish a business, was that the person in 

charge had turned 21 years old and did not have a criminal record (Nyen & Tønder, 2014).    

 

Craft and industry join forces to strengthen craft legislation 

A classical problem in apprenticeship training is related to the difficulty of securing commitments to a 

training contract from the apprentice and the training firm. One solution to this problem is to establish a 

system of skill certification (Thelen 2004: 18).  After the deregulation of traditional crafts in Norway in 

the late 1800s, the old system of apprenticeship training withered. Entering an apprenticeship became 

risky when the apprentice did not have a formal right to complete his training. For the masters, it 

became less attractive to take in apprentices who could choose to leave their master at any time and 

start a business on his own. The craftsmen considered the deregulation to be detrimental to the crafts 

and to professionalism. They realized that the time of the guilds was over, but they were not willing to 

give up the fight for a stronger legal regulation of the crafts. The masters therefore started to organize 

their interests more broadly, across the traditional trades. In 1886, the Norwegian Joint Association for 

Crafts and Industry (NFHI) was founded by 25 local associations in crafts and industry. A major issue for 

the newly established national association was to reintroduce a craft legislation requiring professional 

qualifications to be allowed to practice a trade. With a nationwide organization, employers could put 
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increased pressure behind the demands for a stronger regulation of the crafts. The alliance between 

craftsmen and industry strengthened their political power. In 1887, the Joint Association for Crafts and 

Industry together with the Craftmen’s Association in Christiania1 submitted a proposal to the 

government with several measures for better vocational training. The initiative was well received, and 

the government drafted a new bill based on the proposal. In 1894, the Storting decided that a 

journeyman’s examination was required to obtain a trade certificate, and that the journeyman’s 

examination should be judged by craftsmen. With the new craft regulations, apprenticeships regained a 

strong position in skill formation, but mainly within the traditional crafts. In industry, apprenticeship 

training did not gain a strong position until decades later.  

In 1914, the Crafts Act of 1894 was replaced by a new law. According to the new legislation, no one could 

establish a new business within a craft without passing through the stages of apprenticeship, 

journeyman, and master. The law placed great emphasis on the apprenticeship scheme. Practical 

training in the workshop was to be strengthened and supplemented with school-based education. At the 

end of the apprenticeship, the apprentice should pass a journeyman’s examination to get a 

journeyman’s certificate. To obtain a craft certificate, a journeyman needed to have a few years of work 

experience and be acquainted with bookkeeping and calculation (Andersen 1984:7). The new regulatory 

framework prevented employers from exploiting apprentices as cheap labour. In addition, the law 

reduced the incentives for apprentices to leave the firm before obtaining a journeyman’s certificate.  

 

Industrialization and formation of collective institutions 

Due to technological change and industrialization in the latter half of the 19th century, the crafts and the 

organization of work gradually changed. The number of employees in the workshops increased, and the 

relationship between masters and journeymen became more detached. Most journeymen could never 

expect to become masters, and the distinction between master craftsmen and journeymen grew 

sharper. Master craftsmen were increasingly seen as employers, whereas journeymen saw themselves as 

wage earners. Eventually, the journeymen started to organize to achieve higher wages and better 

working conditions. The first trade unions and the first social democratic associations in Norway were 

formed by craftsmen in Christiania (Kvikstad 1998). In 1899, Arbeidernes Faglige Landsorganisasjon (AFL, 

 
1 Oslo, the capital of Norway, was called Christiania from 1624 to 1924.  
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later LO) was founded. The following year, the Norwegian Federation of Employers (NAF, later NHO) was 

founded, growing out of the former NFHI (Michelsen and Høst 2018).   

The industry employed more and more people, but the boundaries between craft and industry were not 

always clear. Many craft workshops introduced new technology and were turned into small factories. 

Tailor workshops became clothing factories, and shoemakers' workshops were turned into shoe 

factories. In some areas, industrialization led the craftsmen to start combining their own craft production 

with the sale of mass-produced goods, either Norwegian or imported. In many cases, the industrially 

produced goods eventually displaced the original craft production (Fuglum 1978: 312-13). 

 

The establishment of vocational schools 

The first schools for apprentices were the so-called Sunday schools, established in the 19th century. In 

the Sunday schools, apprentices received instruction in arithmetic, drawing and writing. The initiators of 

the Sunday schools were often priests or school people (Andersen 1984: 12). The aim was to provide 

basic knowledge to people who had previously received little or no schooling.  The Sunday schools 

contributed to the general education of many craftsmen in the 19th century and laid the foundation for 

a broader and more systematic vocational training. Towards the end of the 19th century, the Sunday 

schools gradually became less important. This was partly due to new school laws from 1889, which 

contributed to a better developed general education for all. In addition, the Sunday schools were 

replaced by drawing schools, which offered training that was more targeted and relevant to the needs of 

apprentices and journeymen (Bjørndal 2005: 53-54).   

The first drawing schools were established in Christiania in 1818. Drawing schools were established in 

other towns as well, but it was not until the second half of the 19th century that drawing schools became 

widespread throughout the country. From 1848, these schools received some state funding, marking the 

first state involvement in funding vocational schooling in Norway. The schools were privately owned, and 

the state funded only a part of their budget. State funding contributed to the establishment of many 

new drawing schools, and during the 1860s and 70s, all major towns established local drawing schools. 

Teaching in the drawing schools was aimed at the needs of the crafts, and the drawing schools were in 

this sense a first step towards a vocational technical education. The schools offered instruction in 
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freehand drawing and trade drawing, arithmetic, and geometry and eventually also construction drawing 

and physics. The instruction was given in the evening, five days a week, and the school lasted 6-8 months 

(Bjørndal 2005: 56). The drawing schools were popular among apprentices. However, attending school in 

the evening after a long working day was demanding. A common complaint was that the masters did not 

create the necessary conditions for the apprentices to complete their schooling (Bjørndal 2005: 56).  

From the 1870s, the drawing schools were reorganized into technical evening schools with more 

instruction hours and a wider range of subjects. The first officially approved technical evening school 

started in Bergen in 1877, initiated by the Bergen Crafts Association. By the beginning of the 20th 

century, 18 technical evening schools had been established nationwide. The technical evening schools 

formed the core of the vocational school system until around 1950.  

From the beginning of the 20th century, a new type of vocational school, the workshop schools, emerged 

in the cities. In the workshop schools, students were taught during the daytime, before entering an 

apprenticeship (Nyen & Tønder, 2014). The workshop schools were established to meet the rising 

demand for pre-work education in industry. The Joint Norwegian Representation of Crafts and Industry 

took the initiative. Through a long process, a bill was passed in 1911, laying the legislative foundation for 

public support to workshop schools. The schools were funded partly by major employers and partly by 

state subsidies, and later mostly by municipalities. It took until the 1930s before the workshop schools 

spread outside Oslo. The workshop schools, as well as the technical evening schools were meant to be 

combined with apprenticeship training. 

Conflicting interests within the employer side regarding VET, made it difficult to agree on a uniform 

position towards the state when it came to apprenticeships and craft regulations. There was a difference 

of interests between large scale export industries on one side and small, local industries and crafts on 

the other (Michelsen & Høst, 2018). The former opposed craft legislation, whereas the latter supported 

it.  Furthermore, with increased specialisation in the large-scale industries, more work was performed by 

unskilled workers, and apprenticeship became less important. However, some actors within industry 

wanted to develop and support apprenticeships. These actors regarded skills development as important 

to improve productivity, and apprenticeships as a key because of the combination of theoretical and 

practical education and training.  Vocational schools were a less conflictual issue between employers. 

The technical evening schools met the needs of crafts and small-scale industries, while workshop schools 

met the needs of large industries, such as shipyards.  
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Increased state involvement from the 1930s 

The development of vocational education in Norway before World War II was to a great extent based on 

initiatives from private actors and organizations based on perceived needs of individual firms and 

industries. A variety of training schemes and school types were established without an overall plan or 

strategy on the part of the government. The interest in the development of vocational education and 

training lay primarily with the business community and the labour market organizations. The 

apprenticeship scheme was still the basic institution for the training of craftsmen and skilled workers.  

The technological development from the end of the 19th century led to the mechanization of many work 

operations. Increasingly, tasks were now being performed in industrial firms that also employed many 

unskilled workers. This development gradually led the training needs of small craft companies and larger 

industrial firms in different directions. The conflict of interest between industrial firms and smaller craft 

companies became apparent by the turn of the century. The industry representatives began to express a 

desire to form a separate independent association for industry. In 1918, the Norwegian Joint Association 

for Crafts and Industry split. The large industrial companies established the Norwegian Industry 

Association, while the craft companies and the small industrial companies established the Norwegian 

Crafts Association.  

The different views and the organizational split on the employer side made it difficult to agree on a 

common legislative framework for vocational education and training. Craft legislation regulated 

apprenticeships in crafts, but there was no legislative framework for apprenticeships in industry. A 

common legislative framework for apprenticeship came as late as in 1952 when the apprenticeship act 

(passed in 1950) was implemented.  

Similarly, it took a long time before the vocational schools, first established by employers, became 

integrated into the public education system. There was little state involvement in VET in the 1920s, 

except for partial funding of vocational schools. From the 1930s, the vocational school sector received 

increased political attention. This led the state to take a more active role in VET, especially after the 

Labour Party came into government in 1935.  

There were several reasons for the increased state involvement. The general school system, in particular 

the gymnasium (general secondary education), attracted an increasing proportion of the youth cohorts, 
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leading employers, and industrial interests to worry about recruitment to vocational training. Developing 

the vocational school system within a national framework was seen by these actors as a way of attracting 

more youths to industry and crafts. Furthermore, the Labour Party and the labour movement gained 

political strength in the 1930s. After a short spell in government in 1928, the Labour Party came into 

government proper in 1935, marking the first of a series of consecutive Labour Party governments 

lasting until 1963, only interrupted by the Second World War. Both during the interwar period and later, 

there were divergent views on vocational education within the labour movement and the Labour Party. 

For some, extending compulsory school for all and developing the general school system further became 

the key priorities to improve educational opportunities for all. Vocational education and in particular, 

apprenticeships, were by some viewed as diverging attention from this goal, and less suitable for 

promoting the interest of labour class youths. However, other parts of the labour movement took an 

increased interest in developing vocational education within a more differentiated public education 

system.  

The latter view gained increasing strength within the Labour Party from the 1930s and onwards. This was 

a sharp re-orientation for the Labour Party, which had previously wanted to extend a joint general 

education. The first joint act for vocational schools, including both workshop schools and technical 

evening schools, was passed in 1940 and implemented in 1945, after the second world war. Through the 

new act, the vocational school system was extended beyond the cities, and into new sectors and fields. 

Besides, the ambition was that all apprentices should attend at least one year in workshop school before 

apprenticeship. The number of students in workshop schools rose, while the number of students in 

technical evening schools declined.   

The relatively late state involvement in VET in Norway was probably partly due to conflicting interests 

within the employer side in the early part of the 20th century. In addition, the labour movement did not 

take a strong interest in VET, and, besides, was politically marginalized until the late 1920s. Vocational 

schools were established by enterprises and employer organisations, with some state funding. However, 

the state did not take a more active role until the 1930s. This new initiative led to the establishment of a 

legislative framework and gradual integration of VET into the public education system after the second 

world war.  
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