
 

 

REPORT 4: EDUCATION (VOCATIONAL) – LATVIA 
 
 
 
This report is based on the discussions of two focus groups and on responses to three 
individual interviews focusing on the views of vocational school students in Latvia on the 
transition from school to work. This report is a copy-edited version of material provided to 
the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre by Oxford Research International. The views 
expressed are the views of the young people who took part in these discussions. All those 
participating did so on a confidential basis and all names have been changed. 
 
 
About the Focus Groups 
 
The discussions were conducted at the Ogre vocational school on 27 November 1999. 
Both Focus Groups consisted of eight young people aged 15-18. Many of those in Focus 
Group One were pursuing a general secondary diploma as well as professional 
qualifications. A number took part in extra-curricular activities (FG1). Those in Focus 
Group Two were pursuing professional qualifications only, and most were having 
problems with their studies and in relationships with their teachers. The groups were 
conducted in the school staff room. 
 
Focus Group One (FG1) 
 
Location: Ogre, vocational school, staff room 
Date of focus group: 27 November 1999 
Details on selection of 
participants: 

The headmaster of the vocational school assisted with the selection of students 
pursuing professional qualifications and a general secondary diploma and 
matching the selection criteria.  

Participants (name, 
age, gender) 
 

Vadim, 17, Male 
Vesturs, 15, Male 
Juris, 16, Male 
Karene, 17, Female 
Talivaldis, 16, Male 
Harijs, 16, Male 
Andreis, 16, Male 
Peteris, 17, Male 

Start time: 13:00 
End time: 14:30 
Comments from 
facilitator on group 
dynamics: 

All the participants were involved in the discussion. It was not particularly difficult 
to make them speak. They were rather active and talkative. Vadim does not 
speak Latvian very well. At the beginning he was very active and eager to 
participate. Other members of the group started laughing at him and by the end of 
the discussion he had fallen silent. 

Problems 
encountered: 

Of the 300 students in the school only 16 are females. Of them only four match 
the selection criteria in the school. All four were involved in the study. 

 
 



 

 

Focus Group Two (FG1) 
 
 
Location: Ogre, vocational school, staff room 
Date of focus group: 27 November 1999 
Details on selection of 
participants: 

The headmaster of the vocational school assisted with the selection of students 
pursuing only professional qualifications and matching the selection criteria.  

Participants (name, 
age, gender) 
 

Karlis, 16, Male 
Arthur, 17, Male 
Inga, 18, Female 
Agris, 15, Male 
Antra, 17, Female 
Eriks, 16, Male 
Martinsh, 16, Male 
Ivo, 17, Male 

Start time: 16:00 
End time: 17:15 
Comments from 
facilitator on group 
dynamics: 

All the participants were involved in the discussion. Inga was the most active 
participant. Others were not very talkative. The participants tended to answer 
“yes” or “no” to the alternatives offered or provide only short comments. 

Problems 
encountered: 

Of the 300 students in the school only 16 are females. Of them only four match 
the selection criteria in the school. All four were involved in the study. 

 
 
 
About the individual interviews 
 
 
Individual interviews were also carried out with the following people in Ogre, Buldari and 
Riga between 24 and 28 November 1999: 
: 
 
- Iolanta, aged 18, female, a vocational student 
 
- Yanis, aged 34, male, the headmaster of a vocational school 
 
- Armanz, aged 19, male, an unemployed school leaver 



 

 

A summary of responses from the Focus Groups 
 
 
 
This report reflects the order in which topics were discussed, following the discussion 
guidelines on this subject. 
 
2.1 Attitudes and access to education 
 
2.1.1 Good education 
 
Participants had different perceptions of what good education is. The lowest common 
denominator was that good education should be interesting and help people with their 
employment prospects. 
 
•  ‘Your education is good if it is interesting for you to study.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16) 
• ‘A good education is one which is generally accepted by employers and helps you to  

do your job well.’ (Arthur, FG2, male 17) 
• ‘If you are a good student you will not come across any problems with your future 

education or employment.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16) 
 
2.1.2 Quality versus length 
 
Discussants were unsure whether many years of education alone were necessary to get a 
good job or whether it is what you study and how you study that matters most. 
 
• ‘The length of your education very much depends on the quality of the tuition. If the 

tuition is not very good, you can study for a long time and not gain any knowledge. If 
however, the subject is well taught you can learn a lot even in a short period of study.’ 
(Karene, FG1, female 17)  

• ‘If you study longer, you will gain more knowledge.’ (Agris, FG2, male 15)  
• ‘Being human means that it is necessary to study for the whole of your life.’ (Antra, 

FG2, female 17) 
 

2.1.3 Diplomas versus knowing practical things 
 
Participants considered diplomas important, but not crucial. 
 
• ‘It is not critical to get a diploma - the most important thing is to be able to get a good 

profession.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘One needs to have knowledge and skills and, more importantly, be able to 

demonstrate them. A diploma is not very important.’ (Talivaldis, FG1, male 16)  
 

Moreover, they pointed out that it is very important to learn the practical skills that are 
necessary to find and maintain a good job. 
 
• ‘Studying theory is not the most important thing in education - you must have sufficient 

practical experience.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘First and foremost one needs to have knowledge and skills, and only then is the 

diploma necessary.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17)  



 

 

• ‘You need to know how to do your job. You can buy a diploma. A diploma is not very 
important.’ (Vesturs, FG1, male 15)  

• ‘For education to be good, there is no difference between a university or a secondary 
school diploma. The only thing that really counts is your working skills.’ (Andreis, FG1, 
male 16) 

 
2.1.4 General life skills 
 
Some of the group participants did not think that schools should teach general life skills. 
Others found it important and felt they could have benefited if this area had been covered 
by the curriculum. 
 
• ‘I don't think that all these things [how to apply for jobs, how to deal with people] should 

be taught at school. Everybody should learn these things on their own.’ (Talivaldis, 
FG1, male 16)  

• ‘It is important to learn how to apply for jobs and how to deal with people.’ (Inga, FG2, 
female 18)  

• ‘I don't think our school teaches us anything that can actually be used in life - it teaches 
us subjects as required by the curriculum.’ (Vesturs, FG1, male 15)  

• ‘I think there should be classes at school devoted to family planning and healthy 
lifestyles.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16) 

 
2.1.5 Personal development 
 
All the young people involved agreed that education and character building should interact: 
 
• ‘Good education should include the possibility of developing your personality.’ (Vadim, 

FG1, male 17) 
• ’Education implies development of personality. In the process of studying you have 

contact with other people and this contributes to your personal development.’ (Vesturs, 
FG1, male 15) 

 
Equally, participants agreed that education was not an isolated affair but that there should 
be communication between students and teachers. In fact, the opportunity to talk with 
teachers is seen as important in getting a good education.  
 
• ‘In order to get a good education, it is important to have the opportunity to talk with the 

teachers.’ (Arthur, FG2, male 17)  
 
Some added that: 
 
• ‘We should gain our own experience by reading as well.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18) 
 
2.1.6 Friends 
 
Vocational school students regarded friends as important for good education. Leading on 
from this, it appeared that the significance of peer group contact was as important for the 
learning experience as other, more formal, aspects of education. Nevertheless people 
seemed selective about their associates and pointed out that they have to be the right kind 
of friends. 



 

 

 
• ‘Having a good time with friends might be useful, but it very much depends on the type 

of friends you have.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18)   
• ‘It is useful to spend time with friends. They can often assist you with your studies and 

explain any material you can't understand in a more comprehensible way.’ (Talivaldis, 
FG1, male 16)  

• ‘One should spend time with friends because it broadens one's outlook.’(Karene, FG1, 
female 17) 

 
2.1.7 Extra tuition 
 
All groups agreed that the standard curriculum may not always suffice. They saw extra 
tuition as an integral part of good education and a supplement to home study. 
 
• ‘If you have problems with any subject or topic, you need to find a tutor for the subjects 

or topics you fail to understand or study them on your own using good books. This is 
necessary in order to get a good education.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16)  

• ‘Quite often the topic remains unclear after the explanation during the lesson and I have 
to study it on my own.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17) 

 
2.1.8 Sport and leisure facilities 
 
Having access to sport and club facilities was considered good for education as it provided 
a (physical) counterweight to intellectual work. 
 
• ‘It is necessary to do something apart from studying to get an all-round education.’ 

(Peteris, FG1, male 17) 
 
2.1.9 Classrooms 
 
Participants were not oblivious to the environment in which they learn. As a prominent 
example, they insisted that friendly, pleasant classrooms can contribute to a positive 
learning experience and thus upgrade the quality of education people receive. 
 
• ‘It is very pleasant to study in a friendly, nice classroom.’ (Peteris, FG1, male 17) 
• ‘I have had to study in a very cold classroom in winter before, where we had study 

wearing jackets. The room was very cold, dark and unfriendly – we were in no mood to 
study there.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17) 

 
2.1.10 Making parents happy 
 
There were differences in views about the role parents play in education. People who do 
rather badly at school felt that making parents happy motivated them to do better. 
Participants who do well disagreed with this view: 
 
• ’My parents are happy with my studying here. They are proud of me.’ (Karlis, FG2, male 

16) 
• ‘Good students study for themselves, not for their parents.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17) 
 



 

 

2.2 Evaluation of personal experience 
 
Most vocational school students considered their primary school education to have been 
effective. They were also satisfied with their experiences of vocational school. 
 
• ‘On the whole, I think that the time I spent at school was useful.’ (Talivaldis, FG1, male 

16)  
• ‘I think I have learned a lot at [primary] school. It was necessary.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘At the school where I studied up to 9th grade, we used to have very good teachers. I 

had an excellent algebra teacher, for example. This is why algebra is an easy subject 
for me here.’ (Vesturs, FG1, male 15)  

• ‘The tuition in the school I used to attend before was good. It is my fault that I did not 
get a good education here.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18) 

• ‘This school gives us the opportunity to get a good education. I have attended different 
courses at different schools, but this school is the most serious of them all.’ (Karene, 
FG1, female 17) 

 
However, most participants were sceptical about being able to start work with the diploma 
they were about to receive: 
 
• ‘The diploma we get gives us the chance to continue with our education. You can't start 

to work with it.’ (Karlis, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘I know which diplomas help you to get a job, but I am not sure about the diploma this 

school gives.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 17)  
• ‘It is not possible to learn at school what's useful for working in good jobs.’ (Agris, FG2, 

male 15) 
 
In spite of the view that their diploma may not provide all the answers for the labour 
market, students seemed convinced that they were learning something useful: 
 
• ‘If I thought that this school would not teach me the skills that are essential to find a 

good job, I would not have attended it.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘If you study well, you will use all your knowledge in life.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘If the knowledge I gain from this school is not sufficient, it will be possible to continue 

my education.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17) 
 
2.2.1 Years of schooling 
 
Participants believed that the length of schooling available was sufficient and that it 
balanced well with the amount of time left for gathering personal experience. 

 
• ‘I think that we have an opportunity to get enough years of education.’ (Talivaldis, FG1, 

male 16) 
 



 

 

 
2.3 Access 
 
2.3.1 Extra tuition 
 
In addition to the issues raised regarding extra tuition, there were questions about whether 
extra tuition was actually accessible. Those participants who were less academic claimed 
that it was not possible to receive extra tuition in the subjects or topics they find difficult. 
The better students were of a different opinion. 
 
• ‘We have the opportunity to get extra tuition if it is required.’ (Talivaldis, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘If you want to study something in-depth, the teachers can advise you on the extra 

reading that will help with your studies.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17) 
• ‘I think that we have enough access to extra tuition.’ (Talivaldis, FG1,, male 16, Juris, 

FG1, male 16, Andreis, FG1, male 16) 
 
2.3.2 Sport and club facilities 
 
All participants agreed that they have access to sport or club facilities even though the 
good students claimed that they rarely have time to make use of them. 
 
• ‘I do not have the opportunity to attend any sport or club facilities.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 

16)  
• ‘We do have some sport and club facilities, but sometimes I cannot find time to go there 

after class.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16) 
 
2.3.3 Classrooms/equipment 
 
As outlined above, participants thought that classrooms and other aspects of a learning 
environment were important for the quality of the education they receive. Asked about the 
quality of their learning environment produced the following responses: 

 
• ‘This school is nice and well equipped. It is considered to be the best in the region.’ 

(Talivaldis, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘I think that the school environment is nice. It meets the required standards.’ (Harijs, 

FG1, male 16) 
• ‘The school itself is really good and nice.’ (Karlis, FG2, male 16) 
 
2.4 Curriculum and teachers 
 
Opinions differed on curricula and teachers. Nevertheless, some participants said they 
were happy with both the curriculum and the standard of teaching. 
 
• ‘The subjects that they teach here are much more interesting than those that they teach 

in the regular school.’ (Peteris, FG1, male 17)  
• ‘I like the subjects that they teach: geography, woodwork. The teachers are also very 

good.’ (Vadim, FG1, male 17) 
• ‘Some of the teachers are really very good.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18) 
 
Others were disappointed. 



 

 

 
• ‘I like a lot of the subjects here, but there are some which I fail to understand at all.’ 

(Martinsh, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘I think that some of the useless subjects they teach here should be abolished.’ (Arthur, 

FG2, male 17) 
• ‘There are too many lessons.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘I do not like the classes on forest protection. The teacher gives us too much 

information. I can't keep up with it.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘I do not like some of the teachers here.’ (Peteris, FG1, male 17)  
 
2.5 Life strategies 
 
Participants found it difficult to agree on whether their vocational education really prepared 
them for the future and helped them in building their personalities. Some felt it adequate: 
 
• ‘A human develops his personality himself, but I think that this school contributes to it.’ 

(Harijs, FG1, male 16) 
• ‘This school provides us with enough assistance for our future life.’ (Talivaldis, FG1,  

male 16, Juris, FG1, male 16, Harijs, FG1, male 16, Andreis, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘This school assists in many ways. The syllabus which they follow is rather good and 

should be left as it is.’ (Karlis, FG2, male 16) 
 
Others were more sceptical about whether the material they learned in school could really 
help them in life:  
 
• ‘The school does not prepare us sufficiently for future life. It is essential to continue 

studies once you've left this school.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18)  
• ‘What they do is not enough.’ (Vesturs, FG1, male 15)  
• ‘In my opinion there is too little vocational practice in this school - we study too much 

theory.’ (Arthur, FG2, male 17) 
 
2.6 Things to improve 
 
Vocational school students would like to see many changes made in their school.  
 
2.6.1 Teachers’ attitudes 
 
Principally people were concerned with the general atmosphere in the school and were 
equally worried about the attitude of teachers to students. Their main concern was that 
teachers did not respect the views of their students:  
 
• ‘I would like to change teachers’ attitude towards the students. Nowadays, teachers are 

too arrogant; they do not want to listen to a student's opinion. If the student is quiet and 
silent, he is good. If a student stands up for himself and has a personal opinion, they 
are very much against it.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16) 

 
2.6.2 Students’ participation 
 
Participants felt that they should be allowed to make more decisions for themselves 
particularly in areas concerning their future. 



 

 

 
• ‘It is very important to know that your opinion counts. Unfortunately, teachers do not 

care about our point of view at all.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16).  
• ‘There are some teachers who respect the opinion of students, but they are in the 

minority. Others do not care at all.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18)  
• ‘At school we have a student’s council, the teachers pay some attention to it, but not 

that much.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16) 
 
2.6.3 Curriculum 
 
The general consensus was that education should become more relevant to the labour 
market. In particular, people felt that the choice of subjects should be more centred on 
areas that could bring job opportunities later. Discussants felt that they should have more 
freedom in choosing their special subjects. 
 
• ‘I think we should have more practice regarding the world of work. This would give us 

an opportunity to learn more about our future profession.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16) 
• ‘It would be good to have an opportunity to choose the subjects we would like to study 

in depth.’ (Peteris, FG1, male 17) 
 
Students differed in their opinions as to whether maths and science should be core 
subjects.  
  
• ‘I don't think we should have so many maths and science classes. My future profession 

will be in forestry. What am I to do with all these ‘x’s in the forest? I am not saying that 
we should abolish them, but have less time devoted to them.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16) 

• ‘In my opinion we should have more hours devoted to sciences, and the teaching 
should be of a higher level. What they teach us here is basically a repetition of the 
school programme. We should know more so that we are able to enter university later.’ 
(Martinsh, FG2, male 16) 

 
Overwhelmingly, discussants did not see much sense in studying foreign languages. 
 
• ‘I do not think that we need to learn more foreign languages.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16).  
 
However, everyone agreed that more computer classes would be useful. 
 
• ‘We used to have some computer classes during our first year and we still have some 

now, but I think it would be useful to learn more. We do have a computer club you can 
go to after class, but I do not have enough time for this.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16)  

• ‘Computer literacy depends on your personal requirements. Many teachers prefer to 
receive our essays typed on the computer.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16) 

• ‘I think we should work more with computers because it will be useful for our future 
careers.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16)  

 
2.6.4 Sport facilities 
 
Participants were unanimous in their demand for extended and improved sports facilities: 
 



 

 

• ‘It would be good to have more access to sport facilities There are a few facilities here, 
but you have to go to Riga to do something more.’ (Vadim, FG1, male 17) 

 
2.6.5 Trips and excursions 
 
Vocational school students were disappointed that the school offered little in the way of 
trips and excursions. 
 
• ‘I would be prepared to pay the full cost of trips and excursions, but there are none 

available.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16) 
• ‘We do not even get any student discounts on regular transport, such as buses or 

trains, let alone on trips or excursions.’ (Karlis, FG2, male 16)  
 
2.6.6 Employment prospects 
 
It was difficult to draw a clear picture of the group’s future career/academic plans. Most 
were concerned about finding a job and pointed out that the school should provide 
assistance in this area. 
 
• ‘Employment is a very difficult issue. The teachers can listen to us but they cannot 

really help at all.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16)  
• ‘A lesson dedicated to future employment possibilities would be really useful.’ (Vadim, 

FG1, male 17)  
 
2.7 A Safe and supportive environment 
 
The frames of reference for safe and supportive environment covered by this study are as 
follows: family, school, and friends (peers). 
 
2.7.1 Family 
 
The School Principal claimed that it is not possible to generalize about the family 
background of vocational school students. However, he conceded that certain common 
characteristics can be found, particularly in the way parents take an interest in the progress 
of their children. However, there seem to be no systematic parallels in parental support 
from people of particular social backgrounds. 
 
• ‘On the whole parents are interested in their children's education, but they do not 

provide any support to the school and they [students’ families] are very different. Some 
are really well off, others are poor. The children thus differ in their abilities, plans and 
ambitions, but I would not like to generalize’ (Yanis, School Principal, male 34, 
individual interview) 

 
Participants confirmed that their parents are not indifferent to their lives. 
 
• ‘Yes, I think they [parents] are interested in my life. Nobody supports me financially - I 

have earned my living from the age of 16. My parents and my girlfriend support me 
emotionally though.’ (Armanz, male 19, individual interview) 
 



 

 

• ‘Yes, my parents are really interested and involved in my life. Sometimes I think they 
are too interested in it. My mother is a teacher in this school, therefore she has a lot of 
opportunities to speak with both other parents and teachers about the school.’ (Iolanta, 
female 18, individual interview) 

 
Many students felt that their parents were pleased with their academic progress. 
 
• ’My parents are happy with my studying here. They are proud of me.’ (Karlis, FG1, male 

16). 
• ‘Of course, parents are very happy if their child gets a good education.’ (Peteris, FG1, 

male 17) 
 
However, some of the students had different experiences: 
 
• ‘My experience of this school was not very good. My parents are very strict and they 

have forced me to study so much that I have lost all interest in education. I hope to 
leave the school as soon as possible and start working.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18) 

 
2.7.2 Friends 
 
Most participants agreed that they have good friends and enjoy being with them at school. 
 
• ‘We have a good time with our friends every day, it's nice.’ (Arthur, FG2, male 17)  
• ‘We study in this school and we live on campus. We are not allowed to leave the 

campus after 9 pm. We spend a lot of time together.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16) 
 
2.7.3 School 
 
Participants pointed out that a friendly and relaxed atmosphere in the school could 
contribute greatly to the quality of education on offer. Some of the stronger students made 
positive remarks about their teachers and the curriculum: 
 
• ‘I like the teachers, the subjects, and the exercises we have.’ (Harijs, FG1, male 16)  
• ‘We have the opportunity to spend time with our teachers. We can talk to them both 

during and after class. We can even go for a coffee with some teachers, but this of 
course depends very much on the personality of the teacher and the student.’ (Karene, 
FG1, female 17) 

 
On the one hand most participants agreed that there are some excellent teachers, on the 
other they also pointed out that they tend to be in the minority. Generally, however, 
discussants were not content with their school on that score.  
 
• ‘Teachers here are very strict with students. If you miss some classes, they don’t care 

about the reasons why - they simply give you bad grades.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17)  
• ‘I do not like the teachers here. If one of them hears something, they will spread it 

around the same day. They only trust each other, none of the teachers trust the 
students.’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16)  
 



 

 

• ‘Some of the teachers get aggressive if we tell them that we cannot follow their 
explanations.’ (Karene, FG1, female 17)  

• ‘In the first instance, we turn to our parents, not to our teachers. We do not have much 
opportunity to contact teachers and share our experience with them.’ (Martinsh, FG2, 
male 16) 

 
As already mentioned, the biggest bone of contention among discussants was the attitude 
of teachers towards students; 
 
• ‘Teachers are so cock-sure that if a student is not very good academically, he is 

absolutely worthless. This attitude discourages students very much.’ (Peteris, FG1, 
male 17)  

• ‘In most cases teachers are rather conservative and are not open to talking to students 
and sharing experiences with them.’ (Inga, FG2, female 18)  

 
 
2.8 Sources of information  
 
2.8.1 Choosing a school 
 
Participants obtained information about their school mainly from their parents, relatives, 
and friends rather than from ‘official’ channels such as the school itself or advice centres. 
 
• ‘My relatives told me that this school has a good reputation. I have always wanted to 

become a forester.’ (Vesturs, FG1, male 15)  
• ‘My father suggested that I go to this school and a friend of mine who graduated from 

this school some time ago was my only source of specific information.’ (Peteris, FG1, 
male 17)  

• ‘I did not know where to go, but my friends advised me to go to this school. …[Also] my 
parents told me a lot about this school.’ (Juris, FG1, male 16) 

 
Only one participant obtained information on the school from an official source. 
 
• ‘I found information on this school in a directory of education institutions. I learned 

about this school from there.’ (Ivo, FG2, male 17) 
 
Most of the students stated that teachers, advice centres, and the mass media had no 
influence on their decision to attend this school. The only participant who received some 
advice was Vadim, FG1, male 17: 
 
• ‘A teacher from the school I attended in Riga tried to convince me not to go to this 

school because I do not speak good Latvian.’ (Vadim, FG1, male 17) 
 

Some believed that they had received enough information about the school before 
enrolment. They were proud that they had carefully considered the options open to them 
before making a decision: 
 



 

 

• ‘I live in Ogre. I attended the grammar school and the university for some time but I 
decided to go to this school. I like the profession [for which she is training].’ (Karene, 
FG1, female 17)  

• ‘I made the decision on my own.’ (Arthur, FG2, male 17)  
• ‘I chose this school for two major reasons. First, my mother and some other relatives 

work in this school. Second, I like nature. Yes, I know many other schools, but I 
consciously chose this one.’ (Iolanta, female 18)  

• ‘I had a very good idea which school I was going to attend when I entered it.’ (Arthur, 
FG2, male 17) 

 
However, a number of students admitted that they had received little information and only 
selected the school because it was close to where they live. 
 
• ‘I lived in Riga and attended the regular high school before my family moved to Ogre. I 

decided to go to this school simply because it is close.’ (Vadim, FG1, male 17)  
• ‘I decided to go to this school because it is located very close to my house.’ (Harijs, 

FG1, male 16)  
 
2.8.2 Continuing with further education and/or finding a job 
 
All participants cited their parents as the main source of information on further education 
and careers. Some also mentioned that they obtained information from other relatives and 
their friends. 
 
• ‘I think that I have enough information. I got it from my friends and my parents. Friends 

can give some useful information in a casual, comprehensive way, whilst parents know 
many people who can advise on where to turn to in order to find a job.’ (Karlis, FG2, 
male 16) 

 
Participants agreed that their school did not provide any instructions on how to apply for 
jobs. However, not all felt that school was the correct venue for such training: 
 
• ‘School should teach some of the following things: how to apply for jobs, how to deal 

with people etc. Unfortunately, in our school we do not learn any of these skills.’ 
(Talivaldis, FG1, male 16) 

• ‘I don't think that all these things (how to apply for jobs, how to deal with people) should 
be taught at school. Everybody should learn these things on their own.’ (Talivaldis, 
FG2, male 16) 

 
They believed that their teachers were not really bothered about students’ employment 
prospects.  
 
• ‘Teachers are not eager to discuss employment possibilities with us.’ (Martinsh, FG2, 

male 16)  
• ‘So far we have never had a chance to discuss our employment prospects with our 

teachers.’ (Eriks, FG2, male 16) 
 



 

 

The School Principal was aware of this problem but did not seem too worried. According to 
him the school’s main aim was to teach the curriculum so that students would graduate 
with a diploma. 
 
• ‘This school provides its graduates with a professional secondary school diploma. They 

receive vocational training for the following professions: driver, tractor driver, farmer, 
agricultural technician, field crop farming, tree planting and shrubs, etc. I think that if 
they are well motivated they can find a job despite the poor conditions in the agricultural 
sector. The demand for the specialists we train has declined in recent years. There are 
no longer any collective farms and the individual farmers cannot afford to hire 
agricultural specialists’. (Yanis, School Principal, male 34, individual interview) 

 
He was reluctant to answer any question on aspects that were important for students’ 
successful transition from school to work. 
 
• ‘I do not know. I cannot answer this question...’ (Yanis, School Principal, male 34, 

individual interview) 
 
He was not in a position to distinguish between those students who would find a job easily 
and those who may encounter difficulties and played down the importance of providing 
special training and other modules to alleviate the current problem. Instead, he believed 
that the responsibility for finding work lay in the hands of the graduates themselves and 
insisted that personality distinguishes the successful from the unsuccessful. 
 
• ‘It depends entirely on their personal qualities, their desire to work, and their hard work’ 

(Yanis, School Principal, male 34, individual interview) 
 
The vocational school in Ogre does not have a career advisor. Nevertheless, some of the 
more successful students mentioned that they can find support in informal channels such 
as teachers or students’ organizations. However, they claimed that this information was not 
comprehensive enough. 
 
• ‘It is possible to get some information from the teachers, but only concerning the 

profession that they are teaching’ (Martinsh, FG2, male 16) 
 
Yet the views of successful and less successful students diverged on the range of 
information available as well as the possibility of contacts with employers offered by the 
school. Ambitious students who aim for professional jobs thought that there is not enough 
information. Students who were earmarked for trades said that on occasion they could find 
certain information about their future jobs. Unsurprisingly, some felt that moving onto a 
higher degree might enhance their chances on the employment market. 
 
• ‘I am not planning to work as a forester after graduating from this school. I am planning 

to enter university and get a degree so that I can aim for a better position’ (Iolanta, 
female 18, individual interview) 

 
All participants agreed that some information about employment opportunities could be 
found in the media while job centres are not very helpful. 
 



 

 

• ‘Nobody has ever told me anything regarding future employment. I will have to look for 
a job on my own through advertisements in the newspapers and on television. I know 
that is it possible to continue my education in the agricultural academy in Elgava.’ 
(Juris, FG1, male 16) 

• ‘It is possible to get some information on job vacancies at the job centre, but as a rule 
they give this sort of information to the unemployed, not to graduates.’ (Karene, FG1, 
female 17)  

 
As a general observation participants seemed unaware of what was waiting for them in the 
job market. There appeared to be little information about the procedures of how to secure a 
job. Instead, participants insisted that they expected financial security from a future job. 
 
• ‘As I see it, the public sector is more stable and secure, but for me a better wage is 

more important at the moment. Prosperity is important to me. I will definitely choose the 
job with the better wage.’ (Iolanta, female 18, individual interview) 

 
Yet the perceptions of young people concerning vacancies in the labour market do not 
seem to reflect the objective situation. Participants thought that there is a demand for well-
trained managers, programmers and teachers. This was in contrast with the experience of 
the unemployed ex-vocational student. The vacancies offered by an employment agency 
did not appeal to him. In his view what is available are mainly low paid jobs for 
underqualified people. 
 
• ‘The employment agency has offered me some vacancies, but I refused because the 

work they offer is tough, dirty, and not well paid. I am waiting to get a better offer.’ 
(Armanz, male 19, individual interview) 

 
2.8.3 Life skills/strategies 
 
As with other aspects of transition from school to work, family and friends are the main 
source of information about general life skills and future plans. Vocational schools only play 
a minor role. There are no special classes on family planning, healthy life styles, or safe 
sex in the vocational school. 
 
• ‘We do not have any special courses on things such as family planning, but the school 

refers us to special events in Riga and Ogre dedicated to these matters.’ (Juris, FG1, 
male 16) 

• ‘This school does not provide these courses. The school I attended before in Riga did 
offer a special course dedicated to healthy living and family planning, and even a 
course on psychology.’ (Vadim, FG1, male 17) 

 



 

 

Responses to individual interviews 
 
 
 
1. Iolanta, aged 18, female, a vocational student 
 
  
Location: Ogre Arodskola, hall 
Date of interview: 27 November 1999 
Interviewee (name, 
age, gender) 

Iolanta, 18, F 

Start time: 12:15 
End time: 12:45 
Comments from 
facilitator: 

No particular remarks 

 
 
Q1. Please tell me about your family background first. How many family members 
you have and what are they doing? 
 
There are four in our family - my parents, my younger sister and me. My father is a joiner, 
my mother is a teacher, my younger sister is attending school and I am attending a 
vocational school. 
 
Q2. Are you living with them?  
 
Currently I am living with my grandparents. 
 
Q3. You are attending a vocational school. Please tell me what kind of 
graduation/certificate this school is going to provide you with. 
 
This school is going to provide me with a certificate to prove that I have received vocational 
training to become a forester. 
 
Q4. What would you like to do with your life?  
 
I would like to be able to do work that I really enjoy, but I do not want to work as a forester 
at all. I would like to continue with my education and get a degree in economics, so that I 
will be able to do some business connected with forestry. 
 
Q5. How does the school contribute towards you reaching your goals?  
 
This school teaches me the basics of forestry. They teach me the functions of the forestry 
business. This will help me to enter this profession after I have received a degree in 
Economics and will be able to become a professional in this field. 
 
Q6. Do you feel that your parents are interested in what you are doing? 
 
Yes, my parents are really interested and involved in my life. Sometimes I think they are 
too interested in it.  
 



 

 

Q7. Do they speak with other parents about school matters or with your teachers? 
 
My mother is a teacher in this school, therefore she has a lot of opportunities to speak with 
both other parents and teachers about this school. 
 
Q8. On the basis of what information did you choose this school?  
 
I chose this school for two major reasons. First, my mother and some other relatives work 
in this school. Second, I like nature. Yes, I know many other schools, but I consciously 
chose this one.  
 
Q9. Did you have information on what other types of schools are available?  
 
Yes, I know many other schools, but I consciously chose this one 
 
Q10. What kind of job are you hoping to get with your training? 
 
I am not planning to work as a forester after graduating from this school. I am planning to 
enter university and get a degree so that I can aim for a better position 
 
Q11. Do pupils in your school receive training/information on how to apply for a job?  
 
I think they do. 
 
Q12. For what types of job are contracts available? 
 
As far as I know, there is demand for well-trained top-managers, programmers and 
teachers. 
 
Q13. Which jobs are more appealing for young people, those in the private or public 
sector?  
 
As I see it, the public sector is more stable and secure, but for me a better wage is more 
important at the moment. 
 
Q14. Why? 
 
Prosperity is important to me. I will definitely choose the job with the better wage 
 
Q15. Do you think that the subjects taught in your school are relevant for your life 
plans? Will these help you in finding an appropriate job?  
 
I do not know. I am not planning to look for a job after graduating from this school. 
 
Q16. Are there any other factors more/also important? Please elaborate. 
 
What is really important is to be really competent and qualified in your field, to be an 
attractive person and to be interesting for other people. 
 



 

 

Q17. What improvements do you think could be made to make school more relevant 
to your future? Please elaborate.  
 
I think that more practical work on the vocational course attended would be far better. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 



 

 

2. Yanis, aged 34, male, the Principal of a vocational school 
 

 
Location: Bulduri Vocational School, Principal’s office 
Date of interview: 24 November 1999 
Interviewee (name, 
age, gender) 

Yanis, 34 , male 

Time of start of 
interview: 

10:45 am 

Time of end of 
interview: 

11:10 am 

Comments: At the beginning Yanis offered to assist us with the focus groups, but then he 
refused to help claiming to be too busy. Ogre vocational school was then 
contacted. Yanis was a bit tense during the interview. He said several times that 
he was in a hurry but refused to postpone the interview. It seemed that he was 
afraid to give ‘wrong answers’. He avoided talking about sensitive topics such as 
employment opportunities for their graduates. He could not answer Q10 because, 
he said, he had been headmaster only for four months. 

 
 
 
Q1.Please tell us briefly when you began as Principal of this vocational school. 
 
I have been Head of this school for 4 months. 
 
Q2. What form of graduation does this school offer to its students? 
 
This school provides its graduates with a professional secondary school diploma. They 
receive vocational training for the following professions: driver, tractor driver, farmer, 
agricultural technician, field crop farming, tree planting and shrubs, etc 
 
Q3. How would you evaluate the demand for the type of education that the school 
offers to young people? 
 
I think that if they are well motivated they can find a job despite the poor conditions in the 
agricultural sector. 
 
Q4. How has this been changing in recent years?  
 
The demand for the specialists we train has declined in recent years. There are no longer 
any collective farms and the individual farmers cannot afford to hire agricultural specialists 
 
Q5. What are the family backgrounds of youths attending this school?   
 
They [students’ families] are very different. Some are really well off, others are poor. The 
children thus differ in their abilities, plans and ambitions, but I would not like to generalise 
 
Q6. Do you generally find parents supportive towards the school and interested in 
their children’s education? 
 
On the whole parents are interested in their children's education, but they do not provide 
any support to the school 



 

 

 
Q7. Could you tell me some positive or negative examples on this? 
 
No. I do not have any experience of this so far. 
 
Q8. Please illustrate some of the main difficulties the school faces and how you try 
to overcome them. 
 
The major problem for us is lack of finance. We do not expect any assistance on this 
matter - we are doing our best to overcome the problem by our own means. The school 
used to have land for agriculture and to grow good crops. The sales of these crops were 
subsidised by the central government, so the school had no problems with funds. Now we 
cannot manage this on the same scale; we sell some land, we continue harvesting on the 
remaining part. 
 
Q9. What international, national or local institutions and organizations support 
reforms in vocational training in general and in particular to support education and 
training here in this institution?  
 
None. 
 
Q10. What factors are important to the successful school-to-work transition of your 
students? 
 
I do not know. I cannot answer this question. 
 
Q11. Can you tell me which students easily find a good job nowadays?   
 
It depends entirely on their personal qualities, their desire to work, and their hard work’ 
 
Q12. What about those students who have difficulties in securing a job?  
 
It again depends entirely on their personal qualities - their desire to work and their hard 
work. 
 
 
Thank you very much. 
 



 

 

 
3. Armanz, aged 19, male, an unemployed school leaver 

 
 

Location: Riga 
Date of interview: 25 November 1999 
Interviewee (name, 
age, gender) 

Armanz, 19, male 

Start time: 15:20 
End time: 15:50 
Comments: An employment agency in Riga provided information on the respondent. 

"Why" questions were not easy to answer. During the interview he was not 
particularly talkative. He was very confident yet contradicted himself several 
times. At the beginning he claimed he was from a well-off family who supported 
him financially. Then he said he supported himself from the age of 16. He first 
said his future is in the computer industry, and then that he wanted to become a 
professional sportsman. 

 
 
Q1. Please tell me about your family background first. How many family members do 
you have and what are they doing? 
 
My family consists of four members: my parents, my older sister and myself. My father 
owns a small business, my mother is a cashier in a shop, and my older sister is a TV 
producer. I am currently unemployed. 
 
Q2. Are you living with them?  
 
Yes. 
 
Q3. You previously attended a vocational school. Please tell me what kind of 
graduation/certificate this school provided. 
 
I received a computer-programming diploma from the vocational school I attended. 
 
Q4. Why did you choose this school? 
 
I believe that the future of this world is linked to computers, therefore I decided to study 
programming in-depth. 
 
Q5. Do you think it was a good choice?  
 
I am sure it was. 
 
Q6. Why/Why not? 
 
The coming century will be an era of high technology and everything in this life will be 
guided and controlled by computers.  
 
Q7. Did you feel well in that school?  
 
My general impression is rather positive. 



 

 

 
Q8. Why yes/no? 
 
I enjoy learning things which are interesting for me. 
 
Q9. What did you do after leaving that school? 
 
I have helped my father with his business for some time, mainly carrying out special tasks 
from time to time. I did not try to continue my education. I was looking for a good job. 
 
Q10. What are you doing now? Describe a typical day of yours. 
 
I spend time in a sports gym. I am ready to move if I am accepted for a vacancy that I am 
interested in. 
 
Q11. Tell me about your job searching experience. Why do you think you have not 
found a job so far? 
 
I used an employment agency whilst looking for a job. I was doing some jobs from time to 
time.  (It seems that he was not particularly eager to find a job). 
 
Q12. What kinds of jobs have been offered to you so far, if any?  
 
The employment agency has offered some vacancies to me, but I refused them because 
the work they offer is tough, dirty and not well paid. I was waiting to get a better offer. 
  
Q13. What would you like to do with your life?  
 
I am sure I will find a good job and move away from here. Actually I would like to practice 
sports professionally. 
 
Q14. Do you feel that your parents are interested in what you are doing?  
 
Yes, I think they are interested in my life. 
 
Q15. Who else provides you emotional and material support?  
 
Yes, I think they [parents] are interested in my life. Nobody supports me financially - I have 
earned my living from the age of 16. My parents and my girlfriend support me emotionally 
though 
 
Q16. What support or information do you need to realize your plans? 
 
I need financial support to do what I want in life. 
 
 
Thank you very much. 


