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Abstract 

The paper studies the establishment of work experience programs in the context of the Greek Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) and connects it with the attempts to include Work-Based Learning (WBL) in the education 
system on a large scale. Emerging challenges caused by two significant recent changes in the Greek Higher 
Education landscape set the aim of this study. The integration of Technological Education Institutions in Higher 
Education Institutions and a significant financial change initiated by the new law which transfers the cost of 
compensation for traineeships to host institutions and not to Operational Programs. The paper presents the current 
state of the art in the Greek Higher Education and provides a detailed analysis of the existing barriers. The 
particular study acquires special interest in light of the intensification of the efforts made all over the world aiming 
to improve the organization and implementation of such interventions. Work experience programs offered by HEIs 
are required to be better adjusted to the special educational and labor market characteristics of each country and 
to become more effective. In Greece, the educational and the labor market policy framework recognizes the 
significant contribution of WBL in general and of traineeships in particular to the development of the appropriate 
professional knowledge and competences by higher education students. At the same time, traineeships can operate 
as a communication channel between educational institutions, businesses and social partners, which facilitates 
their multifaceted information exchanges. Considering, however, the operational autonomy that has been granted 
to HEIs in Greece, each University develops its own strategy as regards the connection between higher education 
studies and the labor market. The research presented in the paper constitutes a quantitative analysis of all the types 
of traineeships implemented by the Greek HEIs with special reference to certain axes, the optional or mandatory 
character of WBL, the awarded ECTS, similarities of WBL within the same scientific field in different HEIs, the 
possibility to undergo a WBL placement abroad. 
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1. Introduction 

 
In modern Greece, young people confront a series of challenges that are predominantly related to their smooth 
social and economic integration in the labor market. The challenge of their successful transition to employment is 
the most emblematic one, as they become more vulnerable than other groups due to the general shortage of jobs, 
the difficulty in accessing employment and the limited opportunities to acquire work experience. For many years 
the unemployment rates in Greece remain the highest in the European Union both in the case of young people 
under the age of 30 (2021: 28.4% vs. 13.0% of the EU average) (Eurostat database) and in the case of new higher 
education graduates of the same age group (2021: 14,7% vs. 6.8% of the EU average). At the same time, 25 to 64 
year-old tertiary education graduates face the highest unemployment rate (17.2%) compared to the OECD member 
states (4.6%) (OECD, 2018).  
 
In addition, labor market signals are intensifying with regard to the deterioration of the skills mismatch and the 
difficulty of enterprises in finding personnel with the necessary expertise and experience so as to easily adapt to 
the work environment. This situation seems to further hamper the transition of young people to employment. 
 
Work-based learning (WBL) is the acquisition of knowledge and skills through carrying out tasks – and reflecting 
on them – in a professional context either in the workplace (as in work-based training) or in a vocational education 
and training institution (Cedefop, 2011; 2014; Morley, 2018). WBL is a generic term, denoting all types of learning 
that take place in a real work environment. Apprenticeships, internships/traineeships and on-the-job training are 
the most common types of work-based learning. These types usually combine elements of learning in the 
workplace with classroom-based learning. In the case of Higher Education Institutions, WBL can be included in 
the academic study programs, as a mandatory or optional course, funded by national or European funds or the 
enterprises. In Greek Higher Education Institutions, traineeships are the prevailing form of WBL. 
 
In the direction of strengthening the efficiency of the transition to work, countries are introducing new or revising 
existing actions, which restore a closer relationship between education and the labor market. This aim is pursued 
through a wide range of activities, among which practical training actions stand out, allowing the participating 
students of different levels of education to gain direct professional experience and direct knowledge of the 
organization and operation of the workplace. Work experience activities appear significantly more numerous, more 
diverse and more inclusive, allowing interested groups to choose a path that meets their particular circumstances 
and needs. In addition, there is a tendency to upgrade work experience acquisition actions in the social 
consciousness, while they are determined according to a series of criteria, which include the general purposes and 
the more specific objectives that each one serves, the target groups to which it is addressed, the methodology with 
which it is applied, the place it occupies within the hierarchical organization of the educational system and the 
way in which the relevant experiences accumulate and connect (or not) organically with the other parts of the 
educational process. 
 
Various forms of learning in the workplace are projected in the modern environment, which connect different 
practices of acquiring work experience with the educational process. Each of these has distinct goals and different 
requirements to meet, but the main purpose remains the transition to employment. From the complex network of 
such activities, the most widespread forms of gaining work experience in the professional environment in relation 
to the educational process are apprenticeships, traineeships and internships, which are given special emphasis by 
modern educational systems at both institutional and operational levels. Workplace learning is called upon to 
become organic part of the European policy to improve conditions in education, employment and social cohesion 
(Perusso & Wagenaar, 2021). For this reason, various European actors focus on their effectiveness by developing 
specific political initiatives and institutional infrastructure. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 
Through their participation in WBL programs, students not only develop useful social and professional skills, 
which would be difficult to acquire in the traditional educational environment, but they also improve their 
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knowledge of the working environment, thus enabling themselves to redefine their learning strategy (D'Abate et 
al., 2009; Martin & Wilkerson, 2006; Varghese et al., 2012; Perusso&Wagenaar, 2021). This experience 
contributes to the maximization of the studies’ learning outcomes, to the improvement of the academic 
performance and to the enhancement of students' curriculum vitae, thus ensuring significant advantages for them 
in the recruitment processes (Ebner et al., 2021; Baert et al., 2021). 
 
Previous work experience constitutes an important qualification for young people to be able to enter the labor 
market. Employers require it in the recruitment processes, while, in combination with the observed skills 
mismatches, its lack can hinder youth professional prospects or put them at risk of becoming NEETs (Young 
People not in Employment, Education or Training). Research has confirmed that such a danger exists and 
highlights the need for greater mobilization at national and supranational level for the design of appropriate work 
experience programs (Drakaki et al., 2013; Papadakis, 2013; Papadakis, 2021). 
 
In recent decades we have seen a rapid increase in interest in Greece in finding effective ways to gain work 
experience through internship programs, which are understood as an alternative way to develop human capital 
(Mihail, 2006). These are differentiated according to the educational level and the learning needs to which they 
have to respond. Furthermore, they respond to the needs of multiple recipients, such as students and graduates, 
employees and employers (including their trade unions), teachers and business organizations, the labor market and 
the economy, society and policy makers. Experience from the real work environment helps them to readjust their 
individual learning strategy and seek to shape their academic and professional qualifications (and consequently 
their professional expectations) based on the conditions prevailing in it, and there is evidence of a positive effect 
of the internship on the academic performance of the participants (Matsouka & Mihail, 2016; Olo et al., 2021).  
 
At the same time, participation in a WBL program is seen as an element that enriches the student’s CV with work 
experience and enhances positive differentiation in the competitive environment (Collin &Tynjalla, 2003; Garavan 
& Murphy, 2001). The theoretical and technological knowledge acquired during studies is tested in practice, 
offering the individual the opportunity to adapt to evolving conditions by developing valuable transferable skills 
and professionally oriented abilities and maximizing the learning outcomes of educational activities. 
 
It has also been observed that the participation in WBL is usually associated with higher wages, longer stays in 
(first) work and a lower risk of remaining unemployed, as well as a better match between qualifications and jobs 
after entering employment (Boud & Solomon, 2001). To these must be added the opportunity offered to individuals 
during a WBL activity to develop closer links with the labor market and to join a wider network of – potential – 
employers, an element that can undoubtedly play a decisive role in their future professional development. 
Recognizing the benefits derived from taking advantage of opportunities from the types of WBL offered, students 
are changing the priorities they set during their studies, choosing more often than in the past to combine periods 
of study and work either in parallel or alternately, while declaring their satisfaction with such participation. Work-
based learning contributes to the methodical and practical utilization of the acquired knowledge and the consequent 
updating and development of further skills and abilities of young students. 
 
Employers also gain significant advantages from the participation of their companies in WBL programs (Sessions, 
2006; Urquia-Grande & Estébanez, 2018; Smith & Green, 2021). On the one hand, these programs are a means of 
better communication between the workplace and the educational providers at all levels, which allows them to 
participate in the reform of study programs  and educational methods, so that students acquire the skills, abilities 
and qualifications that correspond to the existing demand in the labor market. In the long run this creates the 
conditions for the existence of a sufficient supply of skilled labor in accordance with the emerging needs of the 
economic system. 
 
On the other hand, through WBL programs companies have access to a large pool of trained workforce, which 
allows them to apply more efficient search and recruitment procedures for personnel, who are suitable for their 
needs and can contribute substantially to the enhancement of productivity, efficiency and competitiveness of their 
businesses. Therefore, it becomes necessary to cultivate a culture supportive of WBL programs in business, in 
order to strengthen the prospects for its further promotion and the improvement of its effectiveness. 
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3.  Work-based learning in the Greek context (HEIs) 

 
Historically, the concept of WBL has received little attention in the Greek academic and policy framework as a 
result of inherent deficiencies in the cooperation between the Universities and the labor market. As a result, the 
provision of a minimum support to the students concerning a skills-based curriculum that will support them in the 
job transition was not evident (Asonitou, 2015; Panagiotakopoulos, 2012). A significant strategy applied by the 
Greek universities was to enhance the academic knowledge offered in their study programs on the basis that the 
theoretical learning should not be combined with the practical application during the studies of a student (Besta et 
al., 2009).  
 
In Greece, WBL in the form of traineeships was first implemented by the Technological Education Institutes 
(TEIs) (Iakovides, 1998; Taousanidis & Antoniadou, 2008).  In TEIs, WBL was integrated in the study program, 
had a duration of six months and in most cases students received a salary. From 1996, the work experience 
programs have been supported financially by the national operational programs. The Greek State diagnosed the 
need for receiving financial support in order to reinforce the integration of WBL in Universities and TEIs. Thus, 
the Ministry of Education financially supported WBL in the context of EPEAEK I (1994-1999), which resulted in 
the first Operational Program by which WBL was formally and effectively financed. Since then, WBL has 
continued to be funded, in large part, by Operational Programs (EPEAEK II [2000-2006], NSRF 2007-2013 and 
NSRF 2014-2020). In the case of TEIs, the student compensation was set at 80% of the unskilled worker's salary, 
as determined each time by the National Collective Labor Agreement. This covered the amount regarding the 
remuneration, as well as the social security and health insurance. In some cases WBL was financed directly from 
the companies that offered the positions to the students. 
 
In Greece, traineeships were mandatory and institutionalized by law only in TEIs in accordance with the P.D 
175/85. In Universities traineeships are mandatory in some Departments (e.g. Psychology, Pharmacy, Agriculture, 
etc.) and optional in some others. In any case, traineeships in Universities were never institutionalized by law. In 
Universities there are individual Departments, in which traineeships are provided as a compulsory course in 
accordance with their founding law. However, traineeships were not regulated by an institutional/legal framework, 
as in the case of TEIs. The absence of an institutional/legal framework creates a gap for the implementation of 
traineeship schemes by the University Departments. The University traineeships were supported and implemented 
exclusively due to the existence of the institutional/legal framework of the TEIs traineeships.  
 
Currently, under the new legislation of the Ministry of Education in 2019 (L. 4589/2019), all TEIs were either 
integrated in existing universities or were transformed into new university institutions. This change, along with 
the new current law (L. 4957/2022, article 69) about WBL, creates challenges in the future of WBL in Greece. 
The greatest challenge is that the new law failed to introduce a unified framework for WBL in the new university 
landscape. 
 
The new provision for WBL (L. 4957/2022, article 69) states that students can take part in WBL during their 
undergraduate and postgraduate studies. The traineeship is under the supervision of a teacher/tutor of the 
University and can be carried out in public services, legal entities of public law, local government organizations, 
legal entities of private law and businesses that are referred to as "host institutions". The traineeship can also be 
carried out in institutions of a foreign country, as long as the supervision of the educational process is safeguarded 
by the sending academic institution. For each traineeship a contract is concluded between the student, the Higher 
Education Institution and the host institution where the student will undergo his/her traineeship. 
 
Upon the traineeships’ completion a number of credit units (European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System 
- ECTS) is awarded to the student. The exact number of ECTS is determined by a decision of the Assembly of 
each academic Department. In addition, the Assembly of the Department decides on details regarding the 
traineeship, such as the compulsory or non-compulsory character, its duration, its implementation period according 
to the needs and requirements of the academic study program, as well as the minimum requirements concerning 
the academic progress that must be met before the start of the traineeship. 
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If the traineeship is not compulsory for the completion of the degree, the internal regulation of the academic study 
program determines the conditions and the selection criteria for the traineeship. A member of the academic staff 
is assigned the responsibility for the overall supervision of the traineeships. There is also a traineeship committee, 
which comprises professors or other members of the teaching staff and is presided by the member of the academic 
staff who is responsible for the traineeships. The traineeship committee aims at evaluating applications of students 
who wish to carry out a non mandatory traineeship, assigns a supervisor for every student undergoing a traineeship, 
resolves issues that might arise and, at the end, evaluates the traineeship. The supervisor, who is a member of the 
teaching staff of the department, is responsible to guide and support the student throughout the traineeship by 
facilitating the student’s communication with the host institution and the traineeship committee. 
 
All students who carry out a traineeship are entitled to health insurance provided by the national organization 
health services. The amount of the monthly compensation for traineeships in private sector organizations has been 
set to 80% of the minimum wage, provided the traineeship concerns educational activity corresponding to full time 
employment of forty hours per week. If the traineeship agreement sets fewer work hours, the amount of the 
compensation is adjusted proportionally. The major innovation of the new law (L. 4957/2022, article 69) is that it 
provides that the compensation and the social insurance of student trainees is mainly borne by the hosting 
institutions and not by the national operational programs. In some cases, the compensation and insurance costs 
may be covered, in part or in full, by the budget of co-financed programs or by university-funded projects that are 
managed by the Special Accounts for Research Funds of the HEIs. There are many countries (i.e. Germany) where 
the cost of compensation and insurance of student trainees is borne entirely by the host institutions. The new 
legislation raises concerns whether the host institutions in Greece will be willing to undertake the increase in the 
traineeship costs by almost 80% and to continue to contribute to the schemes’ implementation. 
 
The traineeship placements for all undergraduate students are supported by ATLAS. The ATLAS system, the 
centralized online service, is used for the administrative procedures for the traineeship placements and for the 
selection of the participants. All companies in Greece can register to the ATLAS system and host student trainees. 
More specifically, the ATLAS connects the providers of trainee placements with all the academic institutions of 
the country, thus creating a unified database of offers for trainee positions. The operation of the ATLAS system 
has contributed to (a) an increase in the number of trainee positions available to students, (b) the simplification of 
the communication between host institutions and Higher Education Institutions, (c) the effective information of 
the Higher Education Institutions about the available positions, (d) the creation of a central database of available 
trainee positions, (e) the direct monitoring and assessment of the quality of the traineeship and of the knowledge 
gained by the students and (f) the decrease of bureaucracy.  
 
Last, in each Higher Education Institution there is a Traineeship Office, which operates as a contact point for 
students and businesses interested in participating in traineeship projects. Additionally, each University has an 
Erasmus Office that is responsible for the mobility placements of students under the Erasmus Program in other 
European countries. 
 

4. The Survey 

 
This paper presents the finding of a research that focused on the degree of integration of traineeship programs 
offered by the Greek Higher Education Institutions.   
 
4.1. Methodology 

 
The sample of the research consists of 267 Departments offering undergraduate studies in 15 Higher Education 
Institution in Greece. The research took place during the period from June to September 2021. 
 
Different sources of information were used for the selection and the analysis of data. First, the authors studied the 
traineeship-related information, as well as the study programs that were accessible on the website of each 
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department. Then, there was a short online meeting with a representative of each University in order to confirm 
the collected data. 
The Academic study program of each department was examined based on the following topics: 

(a) Traineeships exist as a compulsory or a non-compulsory component of the study program 
(b) The semester in which a traineeship takes place  
(c) The duration of the traineeship 
(d) The ECTS accredited to the traineeship 
(e) The implementation of the traineeship in another country under the Erasmus Program 

 
The use of descriptive statistics has been adopted in order to assess the level of adoption of specific WBL strategies 
in the study program.  Descriptive statistics have been an important element in order to quantitatively describe a 
phenomenon (Kaur et al., 2018) and present results that will help answering the following research questions: 
Research Question 1: How many Departments have a traineeship program as mandatory in their study programs ? 
What is the earliest semester set for the start of a traineeship program? 
Research Question 2: How many Departments award ECTS at their respective traineeship programs? 
Research Question 3: What are the differences between Departments in the same scientific fields concerning the 
traineeship programs? 
Research Question 4: Is there a unified approach to traineeships inside the same HEI? 
Research Question 5: Is the Erasmus+ traineeship included in the study programs of the Greek HEIs? 
 
4.2. Sample Description 
 
The Universities that were examined offer a variety of study programs and are geographically dispersed in the 
country. Six of the Universities are located in the capital Athens, seven Universities are located in mainland Greece 
and three Universities are located in the island of Crete (Table 4.1). 
 

Table 4.1: List of Universities and Departments 

Name Departments 

Agricultural University of Athens 16 

Democritus University of Thrace 10 

International Hellenic University 32 

National Technical University of Athens 8 

National and Kapodistrian University of Athens 42 

Mediterranean University of Crete 11 

Athens University of Economics and Business 8 

University of Western Attica 25 

University of Thessaly 35 

University of Ioannina 12 

University of Crete 14 

University of Macedonia 8 

University of Patras 33 

University of Piraeus 8 

Technical University of Crete 5 

Total 
267 
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In examining the study programs of the Departments, those that had not included a reference to traineeships (53 
Departments) were excluded from the sample. The rest of the sample (N: 214) constitutes the basis of the research. 
Annex 1 presents the full list of the Universities, Schools and Departments that were analyzed for this study. 
 

4.3. Research Findings 

 
4.3.1. Research Question 1: Type of traineeship and earliest semester 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Out of the 214 Departments that were examined in the sample, 93 have included a traineeship as a mandatory 
component in their study programs, while in 121 it constitutes an optional component. The majority of the 93 
Departments are in the field of education, where traineeships take place in educational institutions and are 
mandatory for obtaining the University degree. This type of traineeships usually lasts an academic semester, unless 
it is stated otherwise in the study program (Figure 4.1).  
 

 
Figure 4.2: Semester of start of WBL 
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Figure 4.1: Character of Traineeship 
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The semester when a traineeship is implemented varies greatly and depends on the department as shown in Figure 
4.2. Four departments (Department of Physics, Department of Economics and Department of Preschool Education 
of the University of Crete and the School of Architecture of the Democritus University of Thrace) offer this option 
at any semester of the studies, in 15 departments a traineeship can start from the third semester onwards, in 60 
departments from the fifth semester onwards and in the remaining 126 departments from the seventh semester. 9 
departments follow the general guidelines of their Universities’ Traineeship Offices. 
4.3.2. Research Question 2: ECTS award 
 
The majority of the Departments (N: 187) award ECTS upon the completion of the traineeship. However, 27 
Departments do not accredit their traineeship programs with ECTS (Figure 4.3). 
 

 
Figure 4.3: ECTS award after WBL completion 

 
The spread of ECTS awarded is demonstrated in the Figure 4.4. From the sample of the research, the majority of 
the departments award 5 ECTS per traineeship program, while others, especially in the educational sciences field, 
award more than 10 ECTS units. Six extreme cases of departments that offer more than 30 ECTS create an 
additional fragmentation since they come from different scientific fields (Nursing, Educational Sciences and 
Preschool Education, Dietetics and Nutrition, Economics). 

 
Figure 4.4: Spread of ECTS 

 
4.3.3. Research Question 3: Differences between Departments in the same scientific fields 

ECTS award No ECTS
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The Departments of the same scientific field were examined under the assumption that similar fields (e.g. 
economics or business) should follow a similar pattern concerning traineeships. However, this was not the case, 
as it is evidenced from Figure 4.5, since even in the same fields this fragmentation exists. In the field of economics 
and business, 36 out of 44 Departments have included traineeships in their study program, while the obligation to 
submit a report after the completion of the traineeship exists only in 10 Departments of the sample. Grading (0-
10) is referenced in 10 Departments, while 10 others have a ‘Pass’ or ‘Fail’ system. Last, 37 out of the 44 
Departments have not included a traineeship option under the Erasmus+ Program in their study programs. 
 

 
Figure 4.5: Fragmentation in the same field (Economics) 

 
4.3.4. Research Question 4: Differences inside the same HEI 
 
There were no major differences regarding the elements of traineeships when examined in the same HEI. Figure 
4.6 presents a significant spread when examining the ECTS system regarding traineeships inside the same HEI. 
Regardless of the study areas offered by each University, the existing range of 2 to 35 ECTS, as shown in the case 
of the National and Kapodistrian University in Athens, is in line with the general situation that exists in the other 
HEIs. 
 

 
Figure 4.6: Spread of ECTS in the National and Kapodistrian University 

36

10

25

78

14

10

2

20

11

37

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Inclusion of WBL in the
curriculum

Obligation for report
after the completion of

the WBL

Grading after
completion

Erasmus WBL reference

Y N N/A



Asian Institute of Research                                      Education Quarterly Reviews                                           Vol.5, No.4, 2022  

513 

4.3.5. Research Question 5: Inclusion of Erasmus+ Traineeships in the study programs  
 
As it is depicted in Table 4.2, only 54 departments, corresponding to the 25% of the sample, offer to 
undergraduate students the option to participate in a traineeship in another country under the Erasmus+ program. 
 

Table 4.2: Erasmus Traineeships reference in the study programs 

Erasmus WBL Sample of departments Percentage 

Yes 54 25% 
No 160 75% 
Total 214 100 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusions. Implications for Universities and Policy Makers 

 
As it is evident from the results of the study, the fragmentation that exists in the operational settings of the Greek 
HEIs constitutes a major obstacle in the implementation of a unified strategy regarding traineeships. This is evident 
in the same study areas, as well as in the examination of the traineeships’ elements in different HEIs. The lack of 
a unified approach can have a significant negative impact on the students` perceptions towards traineeships and 
on the host institutions’ willingness to engage in these programs. This fragmentation equally affects both the 
universities located in big cities and those located in semi-urban areas. There is great need for the latter to have a 
unified strategy for traineeship implementation, because both the students and the host institutions are interested 
in the increase in traineeship positions (Theodora, 2010) especially in the tourism sector (Varvaresos, 1999). 
Additional research needs to be conducted in this area in order to better address the supply and demand of 
traineeship positions taking into consideration the geographical particularities of the country. 
 
Another element that needs to be addressed is the lack of internationalization of the traineeship programs in the 
Greek HEIs. Although Erasmus offices are present in every University, most Departments have not included 
Erasmus+ Traineeships in their study programs. Giannopoulou et al. (2020) stress the same evidence when 
examining the perceptions of Greek students participating in Erasmus+ mobility schemes and highlight the same 
obstacles when examining the cooperation between the Erasmus+ offices and the departments of the HEIs. 
 
An important element of our definition of WBL is that this is a guided and structured activity, which both the 
student and the host institution need to perform in accordance with pre-set requirements. (Hogson, 1999; Rowley, 
2003; Sambrook, 2005; Stasz & Brewer, 1998). This means that, like all educational activities, WBL should be 
planned, monitored and assessed. Within predefined frameworks, students must acquire precisely defined 
knowledge material, while the academic supervisor and the mentor appointed by the host institution continuously 
give feedback to the student about his/her performance and mistakes, as well as about the correct solution paths. 
However, the lack of a unified approach on the reporting, grading and ECTS awarding in the HEIs, albeit offering 
a degree of flexibility, further limits the full application of such programs. The traineeship must be (albeit optional) 
an option for students and must be organically integrated into the undergraduate study Program of the respective 
Department, so that its successful completion corresponds to a specific number of ECTS. 
 
Today, there is a specific need for the preparation and training of the coordinators who will supervise the 
implementation of the traineeship at the host institution, as well as the preparation of the students before the start 
of the traineeship. 
 
The lack of information mentioned above is the reason why, in many cases, both host institutions and students 
formulate wrong expectations about the process, content and results of the traineeship, and this often leads to 
misconceptions during the program. This affects all three parties of the traineeship. It can lead student trainees to 
disappointment, lack of motivation, resentment towards the host institution and even the profession (Renganathan 
et al., 2012). The host institution can be negatively affected with a severe impact on the quality of the traineeship 
program. Moreover, the host institution can become the subject of the students’ criticism depending on their 
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performance, knowledge and motivation. Last, for HEIs, these misconceptions can have a negative impact on their 
relations with the labor market, since they cannot always ensure a stable and clearly defined framework for 
cooperation. 
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