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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The purpose of this capstone project was to explore possibilities to improve the viability of vocational education and training in the rural communities of Goris and Sisian, Armenia. 

Background and Significance
Armenia is a former Soviet country in the South Caucasus region, bordered by Turkey, Iran, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. Goris and Sisian are two rural communities located in the southernmost province of Syunik. Since Armenia’s independence in 1991, a variety of significant geopolitical factors have impacted the country’s education system. For example, the war with Azerbaijan in 2020, fought predominantly in the Syunik region, resulted in the tragic death of 1,291 young men from this province. Additionally, continued migration and urbanization, as well as the recent legislative decision to consolidate 441 smaller villages from the former Soviet era into 79 larger consolidated communities are all relevant geopolitical factors that have impacted the educational landscape in Armenia. 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) colleges, more specifically, have experienced a variety of changes as a result of these shifting geopolitical factors. Changes related to funding, program development, teacher training, and collaboration with other educational institutions have all been impacted by intermittent war, ongoing migration and urbanization, and the consolidation of communities. Since 2003, the European Union has been Armenia's principal donor for VET reforms through international aid organizations. These organizations have helped to construct a regional network of VET institutions and staff training (ETF, 2019), but have not been able to provide consistent financial sustainability for VET colleges. 
At present, management and decision-making regarding VET curriculum and policy has remained under the centralized Ministry of Education. Legislation that would allow more local management of VET college programs has not yet passed in the National Assembly. Student enrollment in VET colleges has steadily declined throughout recent decades (ETF, 2019) and is relatively low, at 32%, compared to the average student enrollment in VET colleges across European countries, at 49% (ETF, 2019). When given the choice between vocational and university higher education, youth in Armenia consistently elect to attend universities at a significantly higher rate than VET colleges (USAID/Armenia, 2019). We partnered with a local educational non-governmental organization (NGO) in order to examine these challenges and offer evidence-based guidance to improve the viability of VET in the rural Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian.  

Partner Organization
Goris Partnership and Teaching NGO (P&T) is one of the country’s leading non-governmental organizations in the area of education and community partnerships. P&T began operations in 2000, supporting community development initiatives through capacity-building programs just nine years after Armenia's independence from the Soviet Union. Currently, P&T's programs focus on education, community development, non-profit sector and social reforms. In 2018, P&T partnered with other non-governmental organizations to propose the establishment of the Armenian Educational Network (AEN). AEN was intended as a national collaborative of the country’s 20 leading education policy and reform organizations, covering all provinces of Armenia. AEN seeks to partner with the Armenian government, with a stated objective of more efficiently bridging capacity and policy gaps in the education sector through multi-stakeholder engagement. 

Problem of Practice
Since 2018, P&T has observed that many students are leaving Goris and Sisian to attend university in Yerevan rather than attend local VET colleges, and that VET college programs do not adequately prepare students for employment in their home communities, provide no clear guarantee of job placement, and do not address the needs of the labor market.

Framing and Project Questions 
We approached the investigation through the lens of community development theory, as the core of P&T’s work and mission to encompass community development objectives. This theoretical lens highlights the core principles of 1) agency, 2) solidarity, and 3) collaboration between multiple stakeholders as critical components of all community development projects (Bhattacharyya, 2004; Jamison, 2007; Borich, 2007; Alinksy, 1971). 
The larger paper outlines the details of our literature review and theoretical framework, and the diagram below depicts the conceptual frame that guided our investigation. This frame includes key elements of both vocational education theory and community development theory, with an underlying emphasis on multi-stakeholder coordination and collaboration as the connection between both theories. The interaction between these theoretical models guided the development of our conceptual frame, through which we define the core components of viable VET in the rural Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian.
[image: ]



The following questions guided our investigation of VET in the rural Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian:
1. What are the characteristics of VET college programming in Goris and Sisian and the relevant contextual factors in which they operate?

2. What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET colleges in the Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian?

3. What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET? 

Study Design, Methods, and Data Analysis
This quality improvement project was a mixed-methods investigation that drew on quantitative and qualitative datasets from existing secondary sources, stakeholder interviews and focus groups, as well as internal P&T organizational documents. We collected secondary data on several topics, including information about VET policy initiatives and legislation in Armenia, collaboration between VET colleges and other governmental and educational institutions, as well as enrollment and employment statistics for VET colleges. We also conducted focus groups and interviews with a total of 73 participants, including prospective and current VET students, local business leaders, the Deputy Minister of Education and staff, parliamentary education committee staff, VET college administrators and staff, local municipal government officials from Goris and Sisian, retired secondary school educators, university administrators, directors of nonprofit scholarship organizations, and program managers from international aid organizations (GIZ, UNDP, and USAID). 
Armenian was the language of choice for all interviewees and focus group participants. We recorded, transcribed, and translated this data into English, both simultaneously and consecutively. We relied on AI software, as well as native Armenian speakers to cross-check the quality of these translations. We then triangulated the data from all sources, iteratively developing and refining our qualitative codes with increasing specificity, using MAXQDA software, until we achieved thematic saturation. Finally, we cross-referenced the themes from our analysis and the relevant literature to develop findings that answered our primary project questions. 




Findings and Recommendations
The following table provides an illustration of the seven findings that are the result of triangulating relevant literature with the thematic analysis of secondary data, interviews and focus groups. 
	Project Questions
	Findings

	RQ1. What are the characteristics of VET college programming in Goris and Sisian and the relevant contextual factors in which they operate?
	#1- VET college programming is currently managed by the Ministry of Education, is funded by both the state budget and global development agencies, and has experienced a consistent decline in student enrollment, graduation, and employment outcomes over the last decade. VET college funding, enrollment, and programmatic policy initiatives have also been recently and significantly impacted by several geopolitical contextual factors.

	RQ2. What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET college programming in rural Armenia?


	#2 - The national government’s limited engagement with local communities regarding VET policy and administration impedes learning and community development outcomes. 

	
	#3 - Many VET college teachers are not required to have specific qualifications or demonstrate relevant certification, and there is no formal performance evaluation system for VET college teachers. 

	
	#4 - There are gaps between the Ministry’s vision for VET curricula and the described needs of college students and local labor markets, including outdated content, antiquated curricular resources, and a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice.

	
	#5 - Many students reported three primary challenges when deciding whether or not to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges.

	
	#6 - There are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in Goris and Sisian due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships, employment upon graduation, and employers’ negative perception of VET colleges.

	RQ3. What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET?
	#7 - P&T has capacity in the form of social and political capital, technical skills, access to relevant resources, a consistent philosophical approach to community development, and capacity for designing educational reform initiatives via AEN, their proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary. Various community leaders we interviewed suggested that these elements of organizational capacity would enable P&T to improve the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian.





Recommendations 
Based on our findings and the project questions, we arrived at the following set of recommendations which point to a few courses of action for Goris P&T NGO.

Recommendation 1: P&T should adapt their organizational structure by fully developing AEN as an independent, multi-stakeholder subsidiary to lead the collaboration and coordination efforts of VET reform initiatives. 

Recommendation 2: AEN should develop and execute a VET Reform Action Plan and proactively adapt priorities as necessary.
Recommendation 3: AEN should collaborate with VET colleges to raise awareness about their programs and highlight student, alumni, and institutional achievements. 
Recommendation 4: AEN should assist VET colleges in creating a comprehensive teacher performance evaluation system and a corresponding teacher training program.

Recommendation 5: AEN should facilitate collaboration between local businesses and colleges to design and pilot an apprenticeship program for VET college students.

Recommendation 6: AEN should facilitate collaboration between the Ministry of Education, local secondary schools, and VET colleges to design and pilot a college counseling program for current secondary students.
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  NGO - Nonprofit   organization that operates independently of any government.
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VET - Vocational Education and Training program that prepares individuals to work as a technician or take up employment in a skilled craft or trade
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Capacity - the ability of an NGO to mobilize its resources (human, financial, material), develop skills, improve knowledge, and steward funds 
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Stakeholder - any individual or organization with a vested interest in a process and/or its outcomes 
	

Key Terms and Definitions
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Access-having the opportunity, ability, or right to physical and informational need
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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this capstone project was to explore possibilities to increase the viability of vocational education and training in the rural communities of Goris and Sisian, Armenia. We partnered with Partnership and Teaching NGO (P&T), one of Armenia's leading non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the area of community development and education. In what follows, we describe both the context of the Armenian education system and relevant aspects of P&T’s organization. We also explore the recently-proposed Armenian Education Network (AEN), a collaborative effort focused on educational reform in the country. Next, we review literature related to community development, multi-stakeholder models, and vocational education. Then, we propose a conceptual framework that guided the development of our project questions and the methods for data collection and analysis. Finally, we present our findings, and offer several recommendations, based on what we learned.
Background Information about Armenia
The Republic of Armenia is a landlocked country located in the South Caucasus, bordering Turkey, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Iran. Due to long-standing political disputes, the borders with Turkey and Azerbaijan are currently blocked. It is a democratic country with a predominantly Christian population, and the ancient Armenian church serves as a defining feature of cultural identity. Armenia has a population of about three million people, and ethnic or national minorities account for less than 2 percent of the population (Republic of Armenia, 2019a). 
Despite its geographic location, Armenia’s political and socio-cultural orientation frequently shares more commonality with Europe than neighboring countries in the region, while the Russian Federation serves as a present-day security guarantor to this once-satellite Soviet republic. Armenia's relations with the European Union are developing concurrently with its membership in the Eurasian Economic Union, which includes former Soviet states. The EU-Armenia Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA) was signed in 2017, and includes areas of cooperation such as education, business, employment, and human rights. According to UNESCO (2008), Armenia’s human rights record outperforms that of former Soviet republics, and there is a commitment to good governance (World Bank, 2019), with recent improvements in anti-corruption efforts. 
The country also relies on a relatively large and prosperous Armenian diaspora from around the world. Ethnic Armenians worldwide number 10 million, more than three times the population that resides within the Republic of Armenia. This global dispersion occurred in waves, initially set in motion by the attempted genocide of the Armenians by the Ottoman Turks during the early twentieth century. Diasporan Armenians, as estimated by the World Bank GDP and Remittance Tracker, contributed approximately 10 percent of Armenia’s state budget in personal remittances in 2020 (World Bank, 2020). 
Another distinguishing cultural feature is the Armenian language, which has its own writing script. Russian and English are both widely used as second languages. The World Bank classifies Armenia as an upper middle-income nation, meaning that its per capita income reaches the $7,250 threshold (World Bank, 2012). Information and communication technologies, tourism, manufacturing, and agriculture are all priority industries. Additionally, as a result of its close-knit security and political relationship with Russia, Armenia economic fluctuations are often in consort with economic fluctuations in Russia. Poverty reduction has been a long-term economic policy goal across multiple administrations, and the 2014-2025 Armenia Development Strategy (Government of Armenia, 2014) identifies employment and human capital development as two of four priority goals, expressly recognizing the importance of youth employment for the nation's future well-being (ETF, 2019).
Education in Armenia 
The education sector in Armenia consists of preschool educational institutions, general education schools, preliminary and middle vocational education institutions, higher education institutions, and postgraduate education institutions. In 2011, Armenia adopted a National Qualification Framework with eight levels for use with secondary and all post-secondary educational institutions, and it was modified in 2016. (ETF, 2018b).
The most recent Law on Education, passed by the legislature in 1999, as well as the Law on Higher and Post-Graduate Professional Education, which was passed in 2004 (European Union, 2017), govern many education policies and practices in Armenia. Armenia joined the Bologna Process in 2005, and became a member of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The parliament is now debating new draft legislation on higher education and science. The state's higher education policy goals include development and quality assurance, promotion of international educational and scientific cooperation, and the implementation of a national credentials system that meets European criteria. These reforms aim to improve the higher education system, boost quality assurance processes, and increase the mobility of personnel and students. The accreditation system for higher education institutions was created by the National Vocational Education Quality Assurance Center (ANQA, 2018). Over 20 public and private universities have implemented internal quality assurance systems. Armenia's vocational education and training (VET) system has two levels: preliminary and middle (ETF, 2019). In 2017, 44 colleges and universities opened vocational education preliminary courses, and 93 colleges and universities opened middle vocational education.
Organizational Context for P&T NGO
	With a mission of supporting community development through capacity-building projects among local government, non-profit organizations, and educational institutions, Partnership and Teaching NGO (P&T) began its operations in the year 2000, approximately nine years after Armenia gained its independence from the Soviet Union. In the 21 years since its founding, P&T has maintained focus on its core mission while evolving structurally and responding to a variety of external conditions. 
	P&T’s current programs are housed broadly across four portfolios: 1) educational development, 2) community development, 3) non-profit development, and 4) social reforms. The organization designs and enacts community development projects within each portfolio, ensuring that at least two of its four approaches drive the work. These four approaches include: supporting institutional democratization and citizen engagement, strengthening of individual and institutional capacity, advocating for regulatory and legislative reform at the national and sub-national levels, and leading multi-sector collaboration. 
	With its operational headquarters in the southernmost marz (province) of Armenia, Syunik, in the town of Goris, P&T is one of only a handful of marz-level NGOs that has had the opportunity to engage in projects on a national scale, including projects in alignment with the national effort to consolidate local communities. As a result, P&T has successfully charted a close relationship with Armenia’s Ministry of Education in successive political administrations. As part of its educational reform activities, the non-profit, until the end of 2020, collaborated closely with the ministry-affiliated Higher Education Reform Think Tank. That relationship concluded when the institute stopped operations in 2021, but the current administration has announced intention to establish a new entity to continue the work of Higher Education Reform Think Tank. In the period between 2002 and 2019, P&T implemented 12 education-related initiatives and projects in partnership with 56 educational institutions, in all of Armenia’s ten provinces. Importantly, by a decree of the Ministry of Education of Armenia, P&T’s designed and piloted Student Councils in General Education Institutions project, was adopted and introduced into all general education institutions across the country. Following this initiative, the Ministry requested that P&T develop implementation protocols for all governance bodies in schools, including student government, parent-teacher associations, and other structures.  Additionally, P&T launched an innovative effort at the intersection of education reform, local democratic governance, and citizen participation to model and conduct participatory school budget-monitoring in 12 schools across the Republic of Armenia. Similarly, the organization’s Affordable Higher Education initiative focused on assessing scholarship and financial support policies and availability to students in Syunik Marz. In addition, from 2009 until 2014, with the support of a number of development assistance programs, P&T NGO worked across the provinces of Syunik and neighboring Vayots Dzor, to address local government capacity evaluation and development initiatives. 
Each of these organizational activities span a variety of sectors and technical realms. However, all of these projects and initiatives include a focus on building local/municipal capacity for community development. As a result, throughout the last five-year period, P&T NGO has established an operational network and the relationships across 35 municipalities throughout the two southern provinces. In particular, P&T led the creation of 75 citizen action groups, delivered trainings benefitting 62 newly-elected town- and city-council members, engaged with 167 local government (municipal) staff members in trainings and workshops, and some 96 community development initiatives were facilitated and delivered in the communities. 
	P&T NGO, building on the breadth of its activities, continues to work at the community, provincial, and national levels in Armenia, allowing the organization to work with constituents at various levels of development initiatives. Many international development agencies and funders have also partnered with P&T to fund local community development initiatives. Based on publicly available reporting, P&T has implemented more than 65 large-scale projects that were funded by a variety of bi- and multi-lateral institutions, including the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), UK Aid-Department for International Development (DFID), the World Bank (WB), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the United National Development Program (UNDP). 
P&T Pilots Armenian Education Network
	In 2019, P&T convened a group of other NGOs and sector leaders in the areas of legal and legislative reform, economic development, and education to pilot the Armenian Education Network (AEN), a collaborative organization designed to enact educational reforms. P&T led the collaborative in applying for a European Union-funded grant focused on building the group’s collaboration and management capacities. P&T also led the collaborative in developing an outward-facing policy and advocacy platform for driving key educational reform initiatives. The main purpose of the proposed program was to “promote the strengthening and enhancement of [the] ‘Armenian Education Network’ education sector through the development of the network’s internal, external, and sectoral capacities” (P&T, 2018). Further, the strategic goals (SG) of the project were as follows: 
SG 1: Improve the internal capacity of the Armenian Education Network through the development and implementation of network management procedures and procedures.

SG 2: Improve the external capacities of the Armenian [Education] Network, the strengthening communication between VET and labor market, public policy and dialogue aimed at improving the career counseling system at local, regional and national levels.
SG 3:  Contribute to the development of Armenian [Education] Network's sectoral capacity in education, legislation, strategic development and reform programs.

While P&T successfully launched the AEN initiative in 2019 with other stakeholders in the collaborative, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 significantly impeded the implementation of the program. However, despite the challenges that the initiative encountered, P&T has continued investing in AEN in an effort to more fully establish the collaborative as a subsidiary of its own organization.   
Problem of Practice
Since 2018, P&T has observed that many students who graduate from local secondary schools are leaving Goris and Sisian to attend university in the capital Yerevan, rather than attend local VET colleges. They have also observed that many of these students then return to their home community without training for jobs that are available locally. Additionally, they identified that access to vocational education in Armenia is limited based on local funding and resource allocation. In our initial partnership meetings with P&T, they also noted that, based on their initial observations, they believe that VET college programs do not adequately prepare students for employment in their home communities, provide no clear guarantees or paths for job placement, and do not address the needs of the local labor markets. Therefore, the problem of practice that we have identified for this project together with P&T surrounds the overall viability of VET, including preparation for employment in home communities, opportunities for job placement, and VET alignment with local labor markets. 


LITERATURE REVIEW
In what follows, we review previous research on community development models, multi-stakeholder collaboratives, and vocational education systems to lay the groundwork for this capstone project. First, we reviewed the literature to arrive at an approximation of the current state of knowledge regarding definitions, examples of projects, and various approaches to community development. Second, we reviewed literature to identify effective examples of multi-stakeholder collaboration. Lastly, we reviewed the literature on vocational education to arrive at a more complete understanding of current definitions, exemplar programs, and various approaches to VET, particularly in rural communities and in communities in countries that are in the same region as Armenia.
Community Development Projects and Approaches
P&T NGO engages local stakeholders in a wide variety of community development projects, and we wanted to ensure that we examined a breadth of literature that could help guide their approach and strategy in addressing the broader nature of their work, in addition to ways they might improve the viability of vocational education and training in Goris and Sisian. Because of the nature of the work of our partner organization, we began by examining literature about community development projects in a variety of sectors, including some community development projects related to education and vocational education. This was the starting point for our literature review. 
 Cavaye (2004) defines community development as a project in which “a community itself is engaging in a process aimed at improving the social, economic, and environmental situation of the community, where the community is both the means and the end of community development,” (p. 1). Taylor (2009) outlines the various areas of focus that different community development projects may have, specifically noting that projects that have a civic focus rely on economic resources, human resources, and physical, natural, and cultural resources. Taylor (2009) explains that community development projects that are complex in nature and have a focus on civic engagement should engage in goal setting to “build a visionary, accountable, and inclusive culture of civic decision-making and problem-solving" in order to address community needs (p. 2).
Similar to Cavaye (2004), Weil (1996) defines community development as “an ongoing comprehensive effort that strengthens the norms, supports, and problem-solving resources of the community itself,” (p. 482). This definition bridges the problem-solving emphasis from Taylor’s (2009) definition and the emphasis on the community itself engaging in the development process described in Cavaye’s (2004) definition. Weil (1996) describes various methods and approaches to community development work, including characteristics of what she describes as successful community development projects in the United States. She names “inter-group work, mediation, conflict resolution, group-community problem-solving, and [continual reference to] shared values" as key components of community development projects. She also describes why Habitat for Humanity as an example of an organization that effectively models these key components of community development work, explaining how three major practice orientations guide their approach: 1) empowerment practice, community practice, and social development practice. “Empowerment practice focuses on helping clients make actual changes that reduce blocks to power... community practice methods become even more important strategies to find local solutions to local problems... and [social development practice] focuses on the community or society and on broader social processes and structures” that see the smaller community within the larger macro-perspective of society (p. 490-493). She explains in detail how Habitat for Humanity incorporates these practices into their community development work by consistently including the end user in the development process.
[bookmark: _Int_7TtINq2d]Bradshaw (2000) examines case studies of various NGOs and the ways in which, throughout their community development projects, they ensure that the community itself is enacting the social, economic, and environmental change. However, he suggests that “successful community development organizations cope with complexity [of projects] by developing specialized projects that are 1) multi-organizational collaborations among intervention organizations and resource providers; 2) multi-functional or comprehensive efforts at integrated problem-solving; and 3) multi-jurisdictional coalitions of diverse communities working together,” (p. 133). This collaborative approach is outlined in various examples, including the Rural Community Assistance Corporation (RCAC), which engages with multiple organizations to solve issues related to infrastructure, education, and affordable housing in rural communities. Bradshaw (2000) describes in detail how this organization created a collaborative, applied for smaller and then larger grants, and took the lead role in spearheading community engagement in projects designed to improve the very community where they live. Bradshaw (2000) explains that “Complex projects, thus, are a key way in which communities manage the complexity around them, and this provides multiple intervention points for those who want to improve the overall quality of community resources. Multi-institutional projects are not a sign of inadequacy or an inability of an organization to build necessary capacity, but they are the source of strength in a complex social environment,” (p. 144).
[bookmark: _Int_xvLcovrT]The United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the US government’s primary and largest mechanism for programming and funding support in global development, explains the ways in which locally led development enables community leaders to enact change. “Locally led development is the process in which local actors- encompassing individuals, communities, networks, organizations, private entities, and governments- set their own agendas, develop solutions, and bring capacity, leadership, and resources to make those solutions a reality,” (USAID, 2019, p.1). We found that this mirrors Bradshaw’s (2000) description of the multi-institutional aspects of many community development projects, though USAID further emphasizes local leadership in any multi-institutional collaboration. “USAID recognizes that local leadership and ownership are essential for fostering sustainable results” in community development work (USAID, 2019, p.1). As a result, USAID developed a Local Works initiative in which they empower local communities to engage in and lead development work. An example program in Macedonia describes the initiative as a program in which “USAID is helping communities to drive their own development by creating their own programs and activities. Rather than follow the typical top-down approach of initiatives created outside communities, the Community Development Program will stimulate locally led development by supporting Local Action Groups and other local leadership efforts to engage community members in the design and delivery of solutions to their challenges and seek local resources to develop rural areas,” (USAID, 2022, p. 1). Some of the goals of their initiative are:
• Increased ability of individuals to lead development in their communities, to reach out to and engage other citizens and relevant stakeholders, as well as to access increased local funding

• Increased number of partnerships among community members

• Increased engagement of community members in identifying and prioritizing community issues and opportunities (e.g., pollution, public health, lack of job opportunities, out-migration, social service provision, and local economic development)
 
• Improved ability of local actors to use local resources in designing and implementing local solutions to address community issues

• Effective replication of sustainable locally led development models in other communities and regions (USAID, 2022, p. 2).

 Finally, USAID has also developed a Local Works initiative in Armenia, in which they promote “locally-led and community-centered development in consolidated communities through support for citizen-identified community priorities. The program encourages communities to become self-reliant so that they envision, own, and lead community development processes, and garner the support they need to enhance their resilience and reduce dependence on the central government,” (USAID, 2021, p. 3). Their work outlines a locally-led approach to community development projects that expands upon Bradshaw’s (2000) multi-institutional collaborative approach and incorporates Weil’s (1996) key components of community development practice, including the empowerment of local communities themselves as decision-makers throughout the community development process.
Multi-Stakeholder Models
	Bradshaw’s (2000) collaborative approach then served as a springboard for exploring the literature on multi-stakeholder models within community development projects. This literature was of interest primarily because P&T’s proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary, AEN, was designed to support community development projects related to education. We were interested in literature about multi-stakeholder entities and how they might offer a model for P&T to engage in complex community development work involving a variety of stakeholders. The breadth of the literature and definitions (variations thereof) of multi-stakeholder models necessitated a critical examination of the definition and an agreed-upon understanding of what multi-stakeholder collaboration means in this capstone project. Much of recent scholarly and practice literature affiliated multi-stakeholder models with the ubiquity of decentralized computer systems and multiple, yet unique owners of identity and assets in these systems (WEF, 2019). Winn and Keller (2001), in a critical review of practice literature on multi-stakeholder models, take the view that no matter the sector and purpose of the approach, multi-stakeholder models i) are multi-objective (one solutions triggers several changes in the system), ii) operate a decision-making hierarchy (there are always urgent and important priorities being managed), and iii) participants in the process should have a stake and a defined place in every step of the process. 
Multi-stakeholder, the moniker, is used to describe a broad variety of models and efforts. Conversely, other terms are used to refer to activities that align (even if approximately) with the three-factor definition offered by Winn and Keller (2001). Multi-party coalitions (TNI, 2019), community collaboratives (TNI, 2019), inclusive platforms (TNI, 2019), and sustainable community development (Crofton, 2002) are just some of the many of definitions we encountered. For this capstone project, we will use the terms “multi-stakeholder model” and “multi-stakeholder collaborative,” in alignment with Winn and Keller’s (2001) definition, as an entity that is multi-objective, continually manages urgent and important priorities, and one in which participants have a stake in and defined role in every step of the process. Throughout its own documentation and vernacular, P&T employs the terms “multi-stakeholder model” in high frequency, and their description is also in maximal alignment with the definition offered above. 
	Multi-stakeholder models, with some nuanced variations, tend to structure themselves using a five-stage roadmap (MacDonald el al., 2018). The initial stage reckons with clarifying and crystalizing the relationships in the community setting, through a landscape or network analysis (MacDonald et al., 2018). This relationship-mapping exercise is the differentiator in setting up the effort as a multi-stakeholder model, rather than a participatory model. Clark and Erfan (2007) argue that participatory models are, by design, slightly flatter, yet still, pyramids of power/decision making. In contrast, a relationship map provides a definition and understanding of the inter-related nature of pressure points in the given context, and decisions in such a context are not reserved for one party (Clark and Erfan, 2007). The second phase is intended to create a plan or strategy, with all stakeholders contributing and ultimately (implicitly) approving the blueprint for action (MacDonald et al., 2018). Phases three to five are ones with some of the semantic variations that set different iterations of the model apart. Clark and Erfan (2007) distinguish three phases to implementation of the plan. They include internal, external, and eco-system level implementation, to deliver objectives with fidelity to the multi-stakeholder model. Others define implementation as a two-step process—internal and external—with a final stage of active harmonization and evaluation of implementation initiatives in the context of stakeholder relationships (Adekola et al., 2021). 
	Despite the procedural variations in these models, much of the literature points to two defining characteristics of multi-stakeholder collaboratives.  The first is adaptation or the presence of capacity to respond to changing needs. Adekola et al. (2021) view this capacity to be responsive to external need as both the inherent complexity (managing changing priorities) and the potential opportunity in multi-stakeholder collaborations (end results are far more relevant), but maintain that without this characteristic, multi-stakeholder models fall into the category of coalitions that remain focus on a set objective without much malleability (MacDonald et. 2018). 
The second and most important characteristic that differentiates multi-stakeholder models from other group efforts, is the notion that power as represented in the form of explicit authority to make decisions, is fully diffused in multi-stakeholder models, making them not just participatory but participatory with rights and responsibilities that participation (Crofton, 2002).  
Vocational Education and Training Literature, Approaches, and Programs
In addition to literature about community development projects and multi-stakeholder models, we also examined literature about approaches to VET and studies of VET systems, programs, and institutions around the world. Since our partnership with P&T specifically aims to examine ways of improving the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian, we explored literature about VET in order to arrive at a more complete understanding of the qualities and characteristics of various VET programs around the world. It is worth noting that there exists a wide variation in terminology and definitions within literature about VET. We discovered that various countries use terminology ranging from VET (vocational education and training), TVET (Technical and Vocational Education and Training), TVE (Technical and Vocational Education), FTE (Further Education and Training), and CTE (Career and Technical Education) for country-specific reasons (National Center for Vocational Education Research, 2013). While there are distinct terms and several unique definitions of VET used in various countries, we found that the distinction was important within each country’s context, but not significant in changing the broader definition or characterization of VET. Additionally, much of the literature about VET programs uses “VET” as an umbrella term encompassing technical and vocational education (Li & Pilz, 2021). For this reason, we use the term VET (vocational education and training) in accordance with the EU Commission’s definition as “the training in skills and teaching of knowledge related to a specific trade, occupation, or vocation in which the student or employee wishes to participate,” (European Commission, 2017). Various other definitions of VET are listed below:
“Those aspects of the educational process involving the study of technologies and related sciences, and the acquisition of practical skills, attitudes, understanding, and knowledge relating to occupations in various sectors of economic and social life.” (UNESCO, 1984) 

“Education and training which provides individuals with occupational or work-related knowledge and skills.” (ILO, 2006)

“Any kind of education which has the main purpose of preparing one for employment in recognized occupations,” (Kennedy, 2011, p. 159).

“Vocational education and training is aligned directly to learning for work, and includes training for specific job roles,” (Anderson, Brown, & Rushbrook, 2004, p. 234).

“The form of education which people are provided with practical skills that will help them engage in careers involving manual or practical abilities,” (Decker, 2012, p. 69).

We noted that the commonality among each of these definitions is the reference to the importance of acquiring practical skills and knowledge that prepares someone for specific work. 
 Additionally, we found that, while there was variation in the terminology and definitions related to VET, the literature and reports about specific programs around the world highlighted several core components common to a wide variety of VET programs. Some of those core components that we found to be commonalities in the literature and studies of VET were: 1) alignment of VET curricula with labor market needs, 2) the availability of formal qualifications and apprenticeship opportunities, 3) intentional stakeholder engagement, 4) financial and physical access to VET programs, and 5) an emphasis on the importance of quality VET curricula and instruction.  
After arriving at a working definition of VET grounded in the literature, we began by examining studies of VET programs in the EU. We did this for two primary reasons. First, the European Union (EU) is active in the VET sector, with its policies prioritizing inclusive and sustainable growth for human development, and its strategy for international cooperation on VET initiatives and reforms based on labor market needs, public-private partnerships, and governance of VET institutions (Eurostat, 2016). Additionally, Armenia modeled their VET system on German and Austrian examples, so we felt it was appropriate to understand more about VET in the EU, as it is relevant for P&T’s work related to VET in rural Armenia. What we found corresponded directly to the above components that we found to be commonalities in the literature and studies about VET. In fact, as part of their description of Vocational Education Theory, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) defined six key principles of effective vocational education by examining VET programs throughout the European Union. These elements are listed below, including corresponding CEDEFOP language.
Table 1 - Six Elements of Effective Vocational Education
	Six Elements
	CEDEFOP Language

	Early Access to Labor Market Resources
	We need to ensure easy access to labor market needs, to counselors and guidance teachers in schools as early as possible. It’s very important that young people start seeing the labor market in secondary school. They should be seeing qualifications as the end result of compulsory education, but they should see the labor market as an important end result of their general education.

	Formal Qualifications
	Forecasting of skills should go hand in hand with qualifications. People need to acquire qualifications. We cannot tolerate people without any formal qualifications anymore. There should be no failures in compulsory education. No one should go into vocational education and training (VET) with zero qualifications.

	Visibility of VET Options
	Continuous VET and initial VET should be given more importance by all social partners, by industry itself. We should make them more visible, more attractive to young people. It is a solution for unemployment.

	Collaboration between VET programs and schools
	The dialogue with schools, with general education, should be more intensive. VET, Higher Education and General Education should speak to each other more frequently because people ought to acquire skills as early as possible in life. So, the earlier the intervention the better.

	Increase Visibility of and Opportunities for Apprenticeships
	Apprenticeship schemes, work-based learning, workplace learning are all solutions that we have already proposed, and the European Area for Skills and Qualifications, which the Commission has launched, and the European Alliance for Apprenticeships elaborate on these propositions. We need to make them more visible to Member States and to our stakeholders.

	Connectivity and Collaboration between VET programs 
	 We have to convince more institutions to use the European tools. Universities today have organized themselves in such a way that there is synergy between them across Europe. This is not the case with vocational training, and I think this is a challenge for us. We have a credit system in place, we have a VET quality assurance policy in place, we have Europass. ESCO (classification of European Skills/Competences, Qualifications and Occupations) was launched a few weeks ago. We have been talking about the learning outcomes approach for quite some time now as well as the validation of informal/non-formal learning. All these are tools, which promote employability and give solutions to the need for skills and mobility for competitiveness.



We also examined multiple studies of model VET programs in a variety of countries throughout the EU and Asia (ADB, 2014; CEDEFOP, 2021; European Commission, 2017). Our examination of literature about VET and country-specific reports was to better understand what various authors and reports agree are some of the core components of effective VET programs. The following outlines the commonalities we noted throughout these studies and the literature, including detailed reports of example VET programs in countries around the world. We describe these as core components of high-quality VET programs, noting literature throughout that supports the assertion that these are critical, core components of high-quality VET programs.
Alignment with Labor Market Needs
Labor market information systems address the need for a comprehensive understanding of the skills needed to support targeted economic development, as well as those needed in the short, medium, and long term. For this reason, Camp & Hillison (1985) describe alignment with labor market needs as a critical component of VET programming. They cite Prosser’s (1949) sixteen theorems on vocational education, of which, six are related to alignment with labor market needs. Labor market analysis facilitates the transmission of information on training and qualification programs between job seekers, employers, and VET providers (European Commission, 2017; Prosser, 1949).
In response to labor market analysis, Austria offers a wide variety of VET programs across the country in different communities, including business, engineering, tourism, fashion, and agriculture. The premise of the country’s VET program is that adapting programs to regional economic conditions and labor market needs allows students to develop their strengths and talents for employment in local communities. As such Austria’s apprenticeships focus 80% of their training time on work-based learning (CEDEFOP, 2021). Like Austria, many countries in South Asia align vocational education and training with economic policy (ADB, 2014). For instance, Bangladesh’s economic policies support the manufacturing of textiles and ships, for which training materials must be ready (ADB, 2014). In Sri Lanka, infrastructure and tourism are prominent industries along with expanding information and communication technology services, whereas Nepal places a priority on tourism and agriculture (ADB, 2014). Support for South Asian techniques has mostly come from a body of studies indicating that, in general, combining VET programs with labor market needs provides students with opportunities to learn skills, information, and interact with community members and potential employers who share common career interests (ADB, 2014). Furthermore, research indicates that students are more likely to engage in learning and stay in school if the courses they take are relevant to their environment (Hubbard & McDonald, 2014).
Formal Qualifications
Another component of VET programs that was common in the country reports that we reviewed and also referenced in literature about VET is the presence of formal, leveled qualifications (Li & Pilz, 2021). Establishing national qualifications frameworks has become a common policy approach worldwide to increase labor market productivity, reduce skill mismatches, increase worker mobility and efficiency, and support economic growth (Allais, 2019; CEDEFOP, 2010). National Vocational Qualifications Frameworks (NQVF) create competency requirements, assesses worker competency, and demonstrates supplier competency (ADB, 2014; European Commission, 2017).
The Asian Development Bank, or ADB (2014), describes a national vocational qualification framework National Vocational Qualification Framework (NVQF) as a single set of qualification or certification criteria ordered in a hierarchy with separate descriptions. Each qualification is a set of competences or learning outcomes that increase quality through quality assurance methods and industry-led standard setting. NVQFs promise enhanced congruence between training outputs and labor market demands, increased qualification transparency through output standards, horizontal and vertical mobility, and acknowledgement of prior learning. In South Asia, Sri Lanka has the most advanced national vocational credentials structure, with Bangladesh and Nepal planning to implement its system (ADB, 2014). 
The Asian Development Bank’s Skills Development and Technical Education Development initiatives helped develop Sri Lanka’s NVQF in 2002, which includes 110 craft-level qualifications, 14 middle-level qualifications, and four degree-level qualifications (ADB, 2014). Sri Lanka offers 614 recognized courses in which the government helps commercial and public training institutions adopt new teaching standards. The NVQF system has improved the relevance and quality of VET in Sri Lanka, according to a report published by the ADB in 2014. Most public and private VET institutions offer national vocational qualifications, and in 2014, the ADB stated that “Sri Lanka’s NVQ system is sustainable.”
In France, their lycée-based higher technician curricula grounds its two-year VET programs, leading to the higher technician certificate at the tertiary level of VET. France offers a two-year university technical diploma designed for employment (CEDEFOP, 2021). Students can also choose to pursue a vocational bachelor’s degree to earn vocational qualifications and advance to the masters’ level (CEDEFOP, 2021). Additionally, in universities and public or private colleges, higher education consists of both general and technical and vocational courses (CEDEFOP, 2021).  Apprenticeships also lead to all vocational qualifications listed in the National Catalogue of Vocational Qualifications, a catalogue which includes all secondary and higher education certificates and vocational qualifications established by professional branches (CEDEFOP, 2021).
Apprenticeship Opportunities
Another core component of VET outlined in the literature and common in studies of VET programs around the world is the opportunity for apprenticeships or other forms of work-based learning (Anderson, Brown, & Rushbrook, 2004, p. 243). According to ADB (2014) work-based learning encompasses any VET program that takes place inside an organization or business. Some examples include a formal apprenticeship governed by a training contract, an unofficial apprenticeship, juggling employment and study, and adult engagement in continuing education (European Commission, 2017; ADB, 2014; Prosser, 1949).
Germany and Austria’s VET models receive support from both the private and public sectors, including apprenticeship programs and partnerships with VET institutions to ensure work-based learning opportunities (CEDEFOP, 2021). In these nations, the dual education system combines an apprenticeship and instruction at a vocational school within a single course (Anderson, Brown, & Rushbrook, 2004). According to CEDEFOP (2021), the result of Germany’s dual system (apprenticeship) model is high-quality, marketable qualifications. Apprenticeships simplify education-to-work transitions, leading to low unemployment among youth and young adults: 5.8% of 15-to-24-year-olds in 2019 in Germany were unemployed, compared to 15.1% across the EU more broadly during that same year (CEDEFOP, 2021). The German apprenticeship system also served as a model for the European Commission to launch the European Alliance for Apprenticeships, an alliance which ensures students are taught in accordance with national standards and training regulations (in-company courses and school-based courses) as well as dual training quality (CEDEFOP, 2021). Businesses offer apprenticeships based on four stakeholders’ training regulations: federal and state governments, businesses, and trade unions. These regulations give businesses the flexibility to train apprentices and updated training regulations reflect technological and organizational changes. According to Prosser (1949), vocational education will be more effective if its administration is flexible and fluid, not rigid and standardized, and educators should be open to improvement and willing to adapt the curriculum to changing employment needs.
Like Germany, Austria’s VET system is competency-based, and corporate demand is driving the number of dual VET apprenticeships (CEDEFOP, 2021). The business and apprentice sign a training contract, and students follow a school-based program. Austria’s school-based VET includes workshops, laboratories, and internships, with prescribed job rotations (CEDEFOP, 2021). Businesses set up or collaborate on projects and diploma assignments for the final exams, which emphasize key competencies (including teamwork, digital and entrepreneurial skills). Early leaving rates from education and training are relatively low (7.8% in 2019), and all young people must participate in school-based programs, apprenticeships, or other recognized training until the age of 18 (CEDEFOP, 2021).
Like Germany and Austria, Belgium’s apprenticeship program is “very popular, well-received by the community and supported by a wide range of stakeholders” (CEDEFOP, 2021, p. 10). Graduates with a specific amount of professional experience can enroll in a two- to three-year master craftsperson program at the postsecondary level, which prepares them to become self-employed professionals and train their own apprentices (CEDEFOP, 2021).
Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement
Another core component of VET outlined in the literature and common among studies of VET programs around the world is the collaboration among various partners and intentional stakeholder engagement (Seddon & Billett, 2004). According to the European Commission (2017), the goal of private sector participation in VET governance is to facilitate stakeholder engagement in the VET structure using customized strategies. Private sector participation in VET is often a source of additional VET funding, curricular updates and modernization of instruction, as well as an opportunity for the development of social partnerships and apprenticeship programs (Decker, 2012; Seddon & Billett, 2004). The partner government’s readiness to delegate the development of the VET system to stakeholders and to pique their interests is a requirement for the negotiation process between private sector entities and VET programs (European Commission, 2017).
Many European VET programs emphasize stakeholder engagement as a core component of their program (CEDEFOP, 2021). In Croatia, stakeholders are involved in curriculum creation, industry skills committees and VET committees (CEDEFOP, 2021). The VET system in Denmark has a high level of stakeholder engagement, and development of VET programs is based on consensus and shared responsibility among the social partners, vocational colleges, educators, and students (CEDEFOP, 2021). In Denmark’s National Board of Trade, stakeholders play a vital role in advising the Ministry of Education on overall VET policy and in developing the structure and general framework for training programs in their fields (CEDEFOP, 2021). At the local level, stakeholders collaborate to build curricula that meet the needs of the local labor market (CEDEFOP, 2021). This description of the collaboration between various stakeholders corresponds to the principles outlined in literature about community development and multi-stakeholder models by Bradshaw (2000), Winn and Keller (2001), and Clark and Erfan (2007).
Quality of Curriculum and Instruction
Additionally, a core component of VET outlined in the literature and common in studies of VET programs around the world surrounds the quality of VET curricula and instruction (Camp & Hillison, 1985; Decker, 2012; Li & Pilz, 2021). Implementing VET staff development shows how important it is to focus on initiatives to professionalize VET teachers and trainers, strengthen their pre-service preparation, and improve their ongoing professional development (ADB, 2014; European Commission, 2017).
We also examined studies of VET programs and the quality of VET curriculum and instruction outside of the EU, including in both Bhutan and Nepal. According to ADB (2014), both have a well-run apex ministry for skill development, thorough national policy, organized quality assurance procedures for the registration and accreditation of institutions, occupational standards, competency-based training and curriculum, efficient apprenticeship training, and clear methods for training villagers for income generation. Similarly, Sri Lanka has improved the educational level of its population by consolidating the various public providers under the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Skills Development (MYASD), and providing strong policy support for VET, including a robust apprenticeship system and extensive rural training facilities, adopting a national vocational qualification system and competency-based training, extensive industry sector and provincial VET plans, and an extensive national VET strategy (ADB, 2014). In Europe, the Ministry of Education in Belgium has also implemented a nationwide program to ensure the continued professional development of educators and trainers, as well as to encourage more young people to enter the field (CEDEFOP, 2021).
Financial Accessibility of VET 
Finally, a core component of VET outlined in the literature and also common in studies of VET programs is a clearly defined method for ensuring financial accessibility of VET programming for students (Decker, 2012; Anderson, Brown, & Rushbrook, 2004). Funding for VET aims to improve VET outcomes and build policy implementation capacity (Decker, 2012). According to ADB (2014), diversified VET system financing is essential for a smooth transition from policy development to long-term policy implementation.
According to the ADB (2014), VET strengths in Bangladesh include increased flexibility in public training through the cost-recovery of short-term training in technical training centers (TTCs), a strong examination system, the National Skills Development Policy, the establishment of industrial sector committees, and the expansion of short courses for underserved populations. Extensive private support, significant training industry initiatives, and a strong non-governmental organization (NGO) service to disadvantaged groups are further advantages. This is in line with practices elsewhere, as well: both the Republic of Korea and Indonesia allow vocational schools to earn and invest through training contracts with local businesses (ADB, 2014).
Belgium supports participation in VET through fiscal policy initiatives, such as monthly loans for students in grades 8-10. Students in the eleventh and twelfth grades receive payments through employment contracts (CEDEFOP, 2021). Similarly, in Estonia, VET students receive financial help to ensure equal access to education (European Commission, 2017). The social partners in France play an important role in the regulatory, political, and financial aspects of lifelong learning programs. They oversee many organizations that fund apprenticeship and vocational training programs for small businesses, as well as unemployment insurance systems for job seekers (CEDEFOP, 2021). In Australia, 60% of the funding for apprenticeship programs is provided by the industries themselves, and not VET programs or students, and in Finland, “vocational school is free and the students from low-income earner families are eligible for state grants,” (Decker, 2012, p. 70). Each of these examples outlines an approach for increasing the financial accessibility of VET.
 The above describes some of the commonalities we noticed when examining the academic literature and relevant studies and reports of VET programs around the world. This literature, together with the literature about multi-stakeholder models and community development projects, served as the impetus for developing a conceptual framework that would guide our investigation into ways of improving the viability of VET in rural Armenia. 
CONCEPTUAL FRAME
This project aims to investigate in what ways a multi-stakeholder governance model may impact the viability of VET in rural Armenia. For this reason, we conceptualize viability of VET within the context of Vocational Education Theory. After examining a breadth of academic literature and studies related to community development projects, multi-stakeholder models, and VET programs, we determined that the most appropriate theoretical models for this project were Community Development Theory and Vocational Education Theory. This project aims to investigate in what ways P&T might improve the viability of VET in the Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian. For this reason, we conceptualize viability of VET as the intersection of Community Development Theory (the lens that guides P&T’s broader approach to stakeholder engagement) and Vocational Education Theory (the lens that defines the core components of VET). These two theories, in consort, provide a framework of definitions, core components, and underlying principles that guide this project. 
Figure 1- Relationship between Theoretical Models
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We initially approached the investigation through the lens of Community Development Theory, as the core of P&T’s work and mission encompass community objectives. P&T’s more than twenty-year track record of projects and initiatives, their mission statement, as well as their own organizational documents that describe their approach to their work are grounded in community development practices. This meant that core components of Community Development Theory were relevant components of the conceptual frame for this project, as they are inherent to all of P&T’s projects, including their future endeavors in improving the viability of VET. Additionally, Vocational Education Theory served as a critical lens that outlined the more specific components of VET, allowing us to arrive at a much more specific conceptualization of viability within the context of VET programs. 
Community Development Theory
 	Bhattacharyya (2009) explains Community Development Theory as having a “purpose in the pursuit of solidarity and agency by adhering to the principles of self-help, felt needs and participation.” Bhattacharyya (2009) also states that, “that effective community development calls for micro-macro coordination.” This is especially relevant to our research question, as P&T’s mission is to, “Strengthen the capacity, sustainability, and cooperation between regional organizations through community development projects and the promotion of cross-sectoral dialogue between civil society, public and private sector institutions in the program target regions,” (P&T, 1996). The principles of agency, solidarity, and collaboration that form the foundation of Community Development Theory are critical components of the conceptual framework for this project.
 Jamison (2007) offers a similar position, stating, “​​Theory of Community Development is proposed as an explanation of the orderly progression of specific activities that, when carried out through a delineated methodology, generate more or less predictable results to achieve a community-identified purpose or goal.” Jamison (2007) also states, “With adequate social opportunities, individuals can effectively shape their own destiny and help each other. They need not be seen primarily as passive recipients of the benefits of cunning development programs." This description of the agency of the community members themselves is reiterated in Alinksy’s (1971) work. He explains, “Even if the developer is a member of the communities where s/he works, it can be a thin line between "working with people for development" approach and the patron approach, which holds the community back by building an individual power base predicated on maintaining local ignorance and lack of tools for self-determination. The developer builds on the community's desire for change, the search for authentic, locally-relevant ways of turning problems into challenges and opportunities. The developer helps the community organize its achievements and assets to strengthen its "agency”- the capacity of people to order their world, the capacity to create, reproduce, change, and live according to their own meaning systems, to have the power to define themselves as opposed to being defined by others,” (p. 3). 
Hustedde and Ganowicz (2002) cite Bhattacharyya's (1995) emphasis on solidarity
and agency, explaining that community development theory provides a framework for which "community developers sort through conflicting visions and definitions of a problem among ethnically and ideologically plural populations to help groups and communities build a sense of solidarity…Three major concerns involve solidarity and agency building: (1) structure; (2)power, and (3) shared meaning…” (p. 60-68).  Pigg and Bradshaw (2003) also discuss the importance of power and structure, noting that community development theory can be seen as, "a loose collection of approaches we call catalytic development... The emphasis is on leveraging local resources and networks to find local solutions... The community developer as catalyst does not entirely abandon locality-centered development practices, but is no longer its technician. Instead, the developer's goal is to mobilize the capacity of local groups and organizations to achieve expanded objectives," (p. 385). Finally, Borich (2007) describes community development theory by describing the role of the community developer: "The people have inherent knowledge and power; they already know what needs to be done. The purpose of the community developer is to nurture the emergence of the community from where they are to where they want to be. One of the most useful things the developer can do is facilitate community connections with outside resources and networks, making a pathway for the people to tell their own stories," (p. 85): These authors make clear that the underlying principles of agency, solidarity, and collaboration from the foundation of community development theory, and that this theory may serve as a useful framework that community developers may utilize to guide their approach to their work. 
For these reasons, Community Development Theory serves as one lens through which we conceptualize improving the viability of VET because we believe that the multi-stakeholder collaboration required for improving viability of VET in Goris and Sisian would not be possible without the principles of agency, solidarity, and collaboration to guide P&T’s approach in these efforts. However, we also recognized the need for a more specific theoretical framework that defines and describes components of vocational education.
Vocational Education Theory
	Doty & Weissman (1984) describe Vocational Education Theory as the philosophy of vocational education that, “envisions vocational education’s responsibility is to enable individuals to develop both generalizable and specific knowledge and skills,” for employment in specific fields (p. 5). Similarly, IPL (2007) explains vocational education theory as a theoretical model through “which vocational education programs operate. It must be reliable, rigorous, comprehensive form of knowledge upon which vocational education is built,” (p. 3).
Some of the seminal work on the subject of Vocational Education Theory by Prosser (1949) outlines “certain minimum standards without which one may not reasonably expect to operate a program of vocational education and be effective generally in programs of either preparatory or extension education,” (p. 1). Prosser (1949) described sixteen specific theorems related to VET programming, including theorems about labor market alignment, self-awareness and motivation, apprenticeship opportunities and other opportunities for work-based learning, and collaboration between various stakeholders. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) then used these theorems to define their six key principles for what makes effective vocational education programs (see Table 1 above). These key principles form the basis of Vocational Education Theory, and serve to conceptualize what we mean to be “viable” VET in Goris and Sisian. 
Conceptual Framework
With a focus on improving the viability of vocational education within local communities in rural Armenia, this project aims to understand the current state of vocational education programming in the towns of Goris and Sisian in rural Armenia, and the ways in which the viability of these programs may be improved through targeted action by P&T. We took up several theories to support our research, including vocational education theory and community development theory.  In this way, we narrow the scope of literature reviewed to create a conceptual frame that blends these two theories, focusing on how the interaction of these theories creates a framework for increasing the viability of vocational education in rural Armenia. Understanding the relationship between these theoretical frameworks enabled us to develop a more comprehensive conceptual frame. The visualization below (see Figure 2) acts as a more unified conceptual framework that marries the theories outlined above. This framework enmeshes both components of VET theory, including CEDEFOP’s six components of effective VET programs (the summary of Prosser’s 16 Theorems), as well as community development theory, including the 3 core principles outlined by Bhattacharyya (2009) and others. Additionally, we envision the connection between these theories as the multi-stakeholder collaboration, as both theories describe the critical nature of engaging public and private entities, ensuring effective collaboration between these stakeholders. We have depicted the multi-stakeholder component of this framework by naming the various stakeholders between each of the components of VET that will be critical to improving viability. Our focus was on how the interaction of these theories, depicted in this visual, provides a framework for improving the viability of vocational education in the Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian. 
Figure 2- Conceptual Framework
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The theoretical models described above together form the conceptual framework of definitions, terms, and principles that undergird this project. Specifically, we see these theories in relationship with one another through the connection of multi-stakeholder collaboration. We propose that, according to above literature and theoretical models, the viability of VET will improve with the improvement of each of the components of Vocational Education Theory and through a community development process that embodies the principles described in Community Development Theory, including the collaboration of various stakeholders. With this framework and working definition of and conceptualization of viability, we developed three primary research questions to guide our data collection and analysis.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The following questions guided our investigation of VET in the rural Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian.
1. What are the characteristics of VET college programming in Goris and Sisian and the relevant contextual factors in which they operate?

2. What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET colleges in the Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian?
3. What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET? 



METHODS
This applied quality improvement project was a mixed-methods investigation that drew on existing quantitative and qualitative datasets from secondary sources, stakeholder interviews, as well as internal organizational documents to build an extensive, albeit not exhaustive, set of data. At the onset of the project we engaged with our partners at P&T in an iterative series of conversations designed to ensure that our understanding of the problem of practice, initial areas of inquiry, and drafted protocol questions for focus groups were in keeping with their vision for the data collection phase of the project. This iterative (and often slow) process of drafting and engaging with P&T leaders afforded us an opportunity to a) probe the conceptual, cultural, and linguistic aspects of each of our drafted questions (working between Armenian and English), b) discover, early and often, technical discrepancies in our understanding of the Armenian VET sector, and c) develop and iterate on our research questions with an eye for specificity. Below, we highlight more information about the project design, as well as methods for data collection and analysis.
Project Design and Approach
Our project utilized a descriptive-qualitative design, as well as both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods. Our focus was on unearthing information about attitudes toward, perceptions of, and actions related to VET colleges in Goris and Sisian. More concretely, our design included both secondary data review, as well as both qualitative interviews and focus groups. The breadth of data collection methods allowed us to ensure that we gathered data in accordance with the above conceptualization of VET viability, grounded in the aforementioned six dimensions of effective VET (see Table 1). This conceptualization of viability was further anchored by key concepts in community development theory, including solidarity, agency, and collaboration, which also guided our decision to use both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. 
Additionally, thematic analysis served as the methodological foundation for the data analysis portion of our project design. Thematic analysis, based on “grounded theory, positivism, interpretivism, and phenomenology” is described as appropriate for research that involves the analysis of interviews and focus groups (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012, p. 15). Thematic analysis is specifically, “a process for detecting, evaluating, and reporting patterns (themes) inside data,” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). In accordance with grounded theory, the identification of thematic patterns supported by data analysis is possible. In contrast to grounded theory and phenomenology, the focus of theme analysis may or may not be on the construction of theories, or the detailed comprehension of the lived experiences of people. The primary objective of thematic analysis is to guarantee that qualitative data supports interpretations of answer patterns to important questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012). Consequently, the nature of this project, which sought via in-depth interviews and focus group data to understand various stakeholders’ perceptions and experience with VET, indicated that thematic analysis was the most appropriate methodology. 
With these methodological components as its foundation, our project design was developed to probe key sub-elements of viability from every possible angle. Below, we describe in greater detail the data collection and analysis process.
Data Collection
After designing the project in a way that would help us gather information about the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian, we conducted focus group sessions and interviews with a total of 73 participants, including prospective and current VET students, local business leaders, the Deputy Minister of Education and staff, VET college administrators and staff, local municipal government officials from Goris and Sisian, and program directors from international aid organizations (GIZ and USAID). Our purpose for interviewing these participants was to gain insight about their conceptions of the field of VET, including current trends, issues related to viability, and hopes for future direction of VET college programming. We also collected data from a number of existing secondary sources, including information about VET education policy initiatives and legislation in Armenia, collaboration between VET colleges and other governmental and educational institutions, as well as enrollment and employment statistics for VET colleges. Below, we describe the initial process of reviewing documents for secondary data that would afford us information about the current state of VET college programming in Goris and Sisian, as well as relevant context across Armenia. We then describe the sampling strategy, focus group protocol, and interview protocol that allowed us to gain valuable information from both primary and secondary stakeholders.
Secondary Data Review
To develop a general framework on the transition from secondary education to post
secondary (university or VET), and to develop a national, urban, and rural comparative overview of VET access in that transition, our primary project team collected both quantitative and qualitative data conducted throughout the decade preceding our project. While we examined any and all available research and reports about VET in Armenia, we made the tactical decision to limit the research to the last decade because that timeline was aligned with the very last holistic and complete overhaul of Armenia’s Education Code, including VET and the establishment of the post-secondary college system with is now serving as a quasi-VET gateway. 
 We reviewed documents available from the Ministries of Economy, Labor, and Education, including statistical reports of enrollment and graduation rates at specific VET colleges, governmental policy documents (i.e. the National Development Strategy and National Security Strategy documents), as well as various governmental decrees related to education policy. Our goal in examining these documents was both to gather information about VET colleges across Armenia, but also to note the ways in which the national government directed national policies that impact VET colleges. Additionally, we collected data from sources external to Armenia, including various iterations of the ETF Torino Report, a report that provides regular statistical data in various countries throughout the region. These reports afforded us valuable information about the current characteristics and conditions of VET across Armenia. However, while each of these reports provided broad insight into VET across the country, we chose to then collect information from various marketing materials and the website of Goris State College and Sisian State College in order to gather more information about characteristics of local VET programs.
Finally, we also requested permission to review P&T’s internal documents for the purpose of investigating our third project question regarding P&T’s capacity for supporting stakeholders in improving the viability of VET. We began by collecting data about the organization from their founding documents, including the organization’s mission statement, as well as the narrative of their organizational purpose and vision statement. These documents afforded us rich data about the organization’s philosophical approach and vision for their work with communities. We also examined P&T’s budget documents to better understand their financial capacity and budgeting skills. P&T then provided access to various grant proposals and their Financial Management and Protocol manual for us to gather additional data about their technical skills, protocols, and finances. The final data from P&T came from their project reports. We were able to collect rich data from P&T’s project report documents about each of the initiatives, projects, and grants that they have managed. This included each project title, target population, purpose, intended goals, and detailed reporting of the outcomes of each project. 
After collecting a wealth of secondary data from the above sources, we began the second phase of data collection, including interviews and focus groups with both primary and secondary stakeholders.
Participants and Sampling Method
This project used convenience sampling to recruit potential participants (Patton, 1990), with a target population of VET stakeholders, including current and prospective students, government officials, business leaders, and VET managers. Convenience sampling was most appropriate for this project because of access to and availability of potential respondents, as well as geographical distance between the primary project team and the target population. Additionally, as part of the sampling strategy, we solicited participation of various stakeholders in this project through our partner organization, P&T, which invited participants from each of the aforementioned groups. A total of 53 participants participated in focus groups (students and business leaders), and we conducted interviews with 20 additional participants (see Table 2 below). 


Table 2 - Participant Information
	Classification
	Participant Category
	Number of Participants

	Primary Stakeholder
	Prospective and Current VET Students
	44

	Primary Stakeholder
	VET and University Administrators and Staff
	4

	Primary Stakeholder
	Local Business Leaders
	9

	Primary Stakeholder
	Municipal and National Government Leaders
	10

	Primary Stakeholder 
	Director of local NGO
	1

	Secondary Stakeholder
	Program Managers and Director of Int’l Aid Organizations
	2

	Secondary Stakeholder
	Adult Learning Center Director
	1

	Secondary Stakeholder
	Retired Educators 
	2



Focus Groups 
          The design of the project included two primary differentiations between focus groups and individual interviews: 1) logistical ability to gather participants at the same date and time for an hour-long focus group, and 2) the relative distance (direct, indirect, secondary) the participants had to vocational education either in a retrospective, current, or prospective state. We identified primary stakeholders as prospective VET students (secondary school graduates considering VET), current VET college students, recent VET graduates, industry/business representatives (practicum and eventual employment destinations), VET administrators, and municipal leaders (those involved in labor market analysis, as well as economic and education policy that would impact VET programs). While we classified each of these groups as primary stakeholders, it became apparent through communication with P&T that it would be logistically possible to gather each of the student groups and the business leaders for focus groups, but that the college administrators and municipal leaders would be more convenient for the participants as individual interviews on-site. We then worked closely with the P&T team to organize the focus groups, in order to avoid translation challenges, as we issued informational emails indicating the purpose, expectations, and terms of participation in the project. 
We conducted five in-person focus group sessions using open-ended questions in a semi-structured approach (See Appendix A), with prospective and current VET students, and local business leaders to find out about students’ interests in attending college and their areas of study, their perceptions about VET vs university, access to college counseling, awareness of available financial resources job opportunities upon graduation. With the business leader focus group, we discussed their perceptions of VET programs and graduates as well as partnerships with government, colleges, and other community leaders. The focus groups were facilitated in such a way as to provide a platform for in-depth discussion in order to gain a deeper understanding of these primary stakeholders’ experience with and perception of VET. The five focus group interviews (including, 10-12 participants in each student group session and 9 in the business leaders’ session) lasted approximately 100-120 minutes in duration. All interviews were audio-taped with the permission of the participants, and the primary language for each of the focus groups was Armenian, though some participants chose to also speak in English in response to a question in English from those on our team who did not speak Armenian. A translator (native speaker of Armenian) provided simultaneous translation for the two English speakers on the primary project team, and we took notes in two shared documents (one in English and one in Armenian) during the focus groups so that we would have notes in addition to the recording. This simultaneous translation process and note-taking process was also utilized for subsequent one-on-one interviews.
One-on-One Interviews
            The one-on-one interviews for this project focused on collecting a host of background information from both primary and secondary stakeholders, such as information about P&T leaders, international development projects (USAID, GIZ, etc.), VET policy and operational programs, as well as national level executive and legislative branch education policy makers.  For these interviews, we created a semi-structured interview protocol designed to better understand each stakeholder’s interaction with VET college programs, as well as the relevant contextual factors impacting VET colleges (see Appendix B). We designed the interview protocols after developing a data collection matrix (see Appendix I) with data collection objectives, initial questions, and information about each of the areas of inquiry. We were able to ensure alignment between questions in the protocol and the literature reviewed above, as well as relevancy to our project’s problem of practice by cross-referencing questions from our data matrix as we designed the semi-structured interview protocols.
 We interviewed VET college administrators, local municipal officials, program managers and directors from international aid organizations, and P&T leaders themselves. Our goal was to understand each of their roles in VET decision-making, labor market research, collaboration and connection to stakeholders, funding and resources from govt and international organizations, perceptions about VET programs, teachers, and curricula. Each respondent participated in a one-on-one, semi-structured interview with open-ended questions (see Appendix B), which was conducted in-person and on-site (in the participant’s office), except for our interview with the Project Director from GIZ. This interview was conducted via the Zoom platform, as she was located in Germany. This is also the only one-on-one interview that was conducted exclusively in English. Each interview was approximately 45 to 60 minutes in duration, and served the purpose of establishing a level of comfort for each participant in responding to questions. The responses to the one-on-one interviews were also used to reframe and develop the focus group interview questions. All interviews were audio-taped with permission of the participants, and the primary language for each of the remaining interviews was Armenian. The same simultaneous translation and transcription process utilized for the focus groups was also utilized during one-on-one interviews.
Data Analysis
This study employed a thematic analysis of interview data to uncover and capture the essence of the meanings people attributed to VET in Goris and Sisian. The thematic analysis process entailed encoding qualitative information and inductively identifying themes from transcribed interview data. Boyatzis (1998) designed the methodology, which involved categorizing themes based on definitions and indicators, followed by analysis. For this project, data from interviews and focus groups with participants was inductively explored in 4 phases: 1- data preparation (transcription and translation as needed), 2- data reduction (reading, bracketing, gleaning, and winnowing text), 3- data categorization (using continuous comparative approaches), and 4- data thematization (Merriam, 1998). We discovered themes through noting trends and patterns between participants answers and data from secondary sources. We then linked relevant and significant perspectives within the data set and structured them into a logical narrative to address the goal of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As part of our triangulation process, we also selectively ran sample transcripts through the software analysis software MAXQDA, using a three-round analysis to ensure that our manual coding process yielded results not too divergent from a software-run process. First, we analyzed interview data independently to derive initial codes, before coming together to further interpret the interview data and arrive at increasingly specific codes throughout two additional rounds of thematic analysis. During the two subsequent rounds of thematic analysis, our focus was on expanding the meaning of the broad initial codes with more specific 2nd level codes, and further refining to 3rd level codes that were much more detailed. We refer to the third level codes in as “topics,” which later guided the structure of our findings (see Table 3). Both our manual and independent analysis, as well as software analysis focused on fully understanding the characteristics of VET colleges, gaps in VET viability, and concluded when we had developed a thorough understanding of the topic, grounded in the aforementioned six dimensions of effective VET.
Following our coding process, we then triangulated the data from participants, the quantitative secondary data sources, and the qualitative documents we reviewed, developing and refining our qualitative codes until we achieved thematic saturation. We cross-referenced notes from the results of our interviews and the results of the initiatives with the central tenants of community development theory and vocational education theory that ground our conceptual framework (see Figure 2). We referenced data from P&T’s documents, statistical reports, other secondary sources, and data from our interviews and focus groups to arrive at the following primary themes and topics that would guide our findings (see Table 3). 
Our intention in data collection and analysis was to probe key sub-elements of viability from a range of different angles. Based on the data analysis process described above, we derived the following primary themes (see Table 3). The comparison of the literature used in our analysis also serves as the foundation for categorizing and defining the themes and topics. We present the findings below based on this categorization.


Table 3- Common Themes and Topics from Interview and Focus Group Data
	Themes
	Topics

	Societal Perception of VET Quality
	· Cultural perception
· Career perspectives

	VET Policy, Organization and Management
	· VET policy
· VET organization and management
· Partnership and cooperation

	VET Teacher Education and Quality of Instruction
	· Perception and Role of teachers
· Teacher education and experience
· Teacher performance evaluation

	VET Curriculum
	· Quality and transferability 
· Practical experiences

	Access and Awareness of VET college
	· College/Career Counseling
· Physical accessibility of college

	Entering the Workforce
(Apprenticeships/ Internships/ Work Experience)
	· Availability of and capacity for apprenticeships
· Employers’ perceptions of the skills of VET graduates





Limitations and Challenges
 At the onset of the design phase and the partnership with P&T, it was clear that this research project would be faced with several challenges, which in some cases might create limitations to this study. These including: 
1.     Gaps and Reliability of National Statistics 
Armenia, in its post-Soviet history and much like other post-Soviet emerging democracies, has struggled to establish national statistical services, which would produce reliable and credible data. Often, demographic data, particularly in early independence years, would be manipulated for political purposes. For this reason, we have limited our sources of data about VET in Armenia to statistical reports from secondary sources, such as the ETF Torino Report. While these reports have proven to be reliable sources of statistical data, we acknowledge that this data is obtained from secondary reports designed by entities outside of Armenia.
2.     COVID-Imposed Obstacles
The establishment of AEN, P&T’s multi-stakeholder subsidiary, was cut short because of the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, data from and about AEN was limited, and the primary sources of data related to AEN were the initial application documents to an EU-funded grant. Additionally, while we had planned to make several in-person trips to Armenia in order to conduct interviews over time, we spent far less time on the ground in the country than initially planned as a result of both Covid-19 outbreaks in successive waves and other factors described below. 
3. Russian Invasion of Ukraine Delayed Data-Gathering Efforts
On February 27, 2022, Russian military units invaded Ukraine, throwing the former Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) region into disarray. The U.S. State Department issued travel warnings to various countries in the region, and major population movement in and out of various countries, including Armenia, delayed some of our scheduled interviews. As a result, our initial trip to Armenia was canceled because of security concerns. This unexpected crisis shortened our data gathering timelines significantly. With a longer time in which to gather and analyze data, we might have been able to interview additional stakeholders, such as VET college teachers, with relevant experience and perspective regarding the viability of VET college programs in Goris and Sisian.
4. Start of academic calendar summer break impeded access to some interviewees
As a result of the postponement of our site visit to Armenia, convening groups of students and collegiate staff, as well as meeting with some of the intended interviewees was markedly more difficult. Many had departed for summer vacation or were not available for work-related matters. While we were able to engage with almost all types of respondents outlined in our data plan, our efforts to access VET college instructors proved to be unsuccessful and we were not able to observe VET instruction as we originally had planned. This limited the scope of our project, as we could not expand the breadth of our findings to directly discuss VET instructional quality due to lack of data.

FINDINGS
Despite these limitations and challenges to data collection, we derived seven key findings (see Appendix G) from our data analysis, thematic analysis, and integration of relevant literature. While some findings have multiple components, we intentionally grouped sub-findings for coherence and concision. Additionally, a number of more specific findings correspond to each of the topics listed below. We connect these more specific aspects of each finding to our initial project questions, as well as each of the themes that emerged throughout data analysis (see Appendix G). We present these seven findings below to address each of our project questions.
Finding 1:  Characteristics of VET Colleges, Funding, and National Development Strategy
	Project Question
	Finding 1

	
What are the characteristics of VET college programming in Goris and Sisian and the relevant contextual factors in which they operate?

	
VET college programming is currently managed by the Ministry of Education, is funded by both the state budget and global development agencies, and has experienced a consistent decline in student enrollment, graduation, and employment outcomes over the last decade. VET college funding, enrollment, and programmatic policy initiatives have also been recently and significantly impacted by several geopolitical contextual factors.




Our first project question sought to examine some of the characteristics of current VET college programming, as well as relevant contextual factors that impact VET colleges in Goris and Sisian. We wanted to better understand the current state of affairs related to VET colleges in Goris and Sisian before beginning to examine any gaps in viability. To describe various characteristics and contextual factors related to VET, we triangulated data from secondary statistical reports, interviews with the Ministry of Education, VET college administrators, municipal government leaders, and P&T. We also analyzed data from focus groups with students and business leaders to cross-reference their experiences and perceptions with the statistics we found, and to gain insight into relevant contextual factors. These data points allowed us to describe various characteristics of VET, including: the structure of VET college programming, enrollment rates, programs offered, resources and facilities, funding, as well as other contextual factors that impact VET college programming. 
Structure of Vocational Education and Training
Analysis of secondary statistical reports revealed that Armenia's system of vocational education and training (VET) is divided into two stages: preliminary and intermediate. In 2017, 44 colleges began offering pre-vocational education, while 93 colleges began offering middle vocational education (ETF, 2019). Students are able to enroll in either Preliminary Vocational Education and Training (Pre-VET) following their ninth-grade year of high school or Middle Vocational Education and Training (Mid-VET) at any point after they graduate from secondary school (ETF, 2019). There are three VET colleges that serve students from Goris and Sisian, and each of these colleges offer both Pre-VET and Mid-VET programs. Since 2015, an arrangement agreement between vocational education institutions and universities has also been in place to allow students with academic qualifications to enter higher education from VET colleges who have specific academic qualifications. This ensures that students who have completed specific coursework at a VET college will have the opportunity to transition to a university to obtain their degree if they desire. However, since 1991, both Pre-VET and Mid-VET programs in colleges across Armenia have experienced significant changes (ETF, 2019). Three major challenges include: declining enrollment rates, changing labor market demands, and shifting funding sources (ETF, 2019; Robertson & Melkumyan, 2020). 
Relatively Low Enrollment in VET
Since 1991, the number of vocational education and training colleges in Armenia has fallen by 43%, and enrollment has fallen by 93% (Robertson & Melkumyan, 2020). Additionally, the proportion of students enrolled in vocational education and training colleges is relatively low at less than 10% of all students in general education schools (National Statistical Commission of the Republic of Armenia, 2018). This is also relatively low enrollment as compared to other EU nations, which average at almost 23% enrollment in VET college (ETF, 2019). The same report indicates that the number of students entering VET programs in their home communities has also remained low relative to those that enter programs in the capital city of Yerevan.  During our conversations with current and prospective students, several focus group participants identified two primary reasons for this. First, for those students considering VET college as an option (less than 10% of the students we interviewed), they agreed that “there is the perception that going to VET college in Yerevan could result in a better-paying job in Yerevan, too” (Lilit, from Goris, studying programming).  Second, students and business leaders in Goris, alike, mentioned a general expectation that the quality of VET education in Yerevan is higher compared to the Goris VET College.
Under-Resourced Programming and Facilities
Through interviews with VET college administrators, local government officials, and analysis of secondary sources (including marketing materials created by the VET colleges), we found that both Goris State College and Sisian State College offer degree programs and coursework in a wide variety of fields, including agriculture, auto mechanics, culinary arts, sewing, construction and design, computer programming, etc. However, during our interview with a program manager of USAID/Armenia’s Enterprise Incubation Project, at various points she compared the educational content of VET programs to that of the “Soviet times,” which she noted, “does not conform to current labor market requirements and does not align with current knowledge bases for most professions.” She explained that educational content in VET programs often emphasizes the theoretical, and is often only available in Russian and English, making it difficult for many participants to understand, given that Armenian is the language of choice. Although vocational and technical schools provide practical training, a survey completed by USAID/Armenia (2019), found that the quality of these programs is inadequate, attendance is low, and many methods and equipment are outdated. Additionally, the survey found that most VET educational institutions lack the physical and financial resources to facilitate practical learning, such as labs, workshops, gear, software, and consumable supplies (USAID, 2019). Respondents named lack of access to updated tools used in the jobs available in local labor markets prevents individuals from gaining appropriate skills (USAID, 2019). 
We also engaged in a guided tour of the facilities at both colleges, led by VET administrators, which afforded us firsthand information about the quality of some of the facilities and resources available in both colleges. During this tour, we noted that there were fewer desks available for students than the number enrolled in a particular course, holes and leaks in the ceiling, missing stairs at the entrance to the building, cracked walls and flooring, the presence of outdated, broken, or inadequate number of computers for the courses in programming, significantly broken flooring in the room designated for dance instruction, and various other indications of inadequate, broken, or outdated resources (see Appendices D and E). 
Concerns about Finding Employment with VET College Degree
Additionally, recent statistical reports indicate that students graduating from VET college programs in rural communities, like Goris & Sisian, have approximately 44% likelihood of employment in related fields after graduation (ETF, 2019). In our interviews, we asked students and VET graduates about their current employment, as well as whether or not they had concerns about future employment. The majority (81%) of the prospective students we interviewed indicated that they had concerns about finding employment after graduation. One prospective student, Hasmik, explained, “That’s one of the reasons I want to go to university in Yerevan. I believe that VET colleges do not have a good reputation, and I want to ensure that I am able to find a job with my skills after graduating.” While this statement was indicative of the hesitancy of many of the students we interviewed regarding employment after graduation, it also reveals a lack of awareness of the reality that unemployment of those with a university degree who are under the age of 29 in Armenia is actually higher than those with VET college degrees (ETF, 2019). Analysis of interviews and statistical reports revealed that, while unemployment is a concern for many of the students we interviewed and finding a job in a related field may be challenging upon graduation, these challenges are not unique to VET graduates. Rather, unemployment and employment in a field related to students’ degree and training is broader concern across the educational sector.
VET Components of Armenia’s National Development and Security Strategies
 	In addition to the various characteristics of VET college education outlined above, we found that a number of contextual factors are relevant to VET colleges in Goris and Sisian. Specifically, we found that recent national legislation has impacted local VET colleges by- 1) by outlining and mandating specific educational reforms, and 2) adjusting educational opportunities for boys at the age of 18 because of mandatory military conscription. The impact of these national policy and legislative decisions on VET colleges has occurred within the last 5 years (ETF, 2018b). 
 	One contextual factor that we found has had an impact on various aspects of VET colleges is related to educational reforms enacted by the national government. Through our analysis of secondary reports, we found that Armenia’s National Development Strategy (Government of Armenia, 2014) and National Security Strategy (Government of Armenia, 2020) –two key documents that serve as umbrella frameworks for all legislative and policy activity- have both recently outlined a number of reforms related to post-basic education, particularly on technical and vocational education (ETF, 2019). These efforts, coordinated by the Prime Minister’s office, focus on closing the gap between labor market needs and the available programs offered at local VET colleges. Currently, Armenia’s national government provides a limited number of scholarships (subsidies) to students who choose to enter VET programs at the conclusion of their ninth year of education. The disciplines and the number of subsidized seats across the country are decided on an annual basis, considering economic trends and indicators, at the national level. 
The National Security Strategy (Government of Armenia, 2020) focus in this area is far more specific in that VET is considered through a security lens. VET reform and more concretely developing technical disciplines that feed into the country’s military industrial complex are priorities (Government of Armenia, 2020). Additionally, because there is mandatory military conscription for boys at age 18, VET college attendance at the 10-grade level is an opportunity for young men to complete a full course of technical education prior to beginning military service (ETF, 2019). Prospective and current students in our focus groups repeatedly made mention of concerns for young men (themselves and their peers) and the potential disruption of their education, at the onset of military service period. It is estimated, in from the parliamentary debate records, that in previous iterations of the law on conscription, 67% of young men who would pause their higher education to serve in the military, would return and not continue their education (National Assembly of Armenia, 2018). With this VET option, at a minimum, young veterans already return with a certificate of completion from a VET program in hand, facilitating their employment opportunities.
VET Colleges Generate Funding from Multiple Sources, Including Students 
Finally, in document reviews of government decrees and legislative drafts, we found a relevant contextual factor that has profound impact on various aspects of VET colleges and that is the source of VET institutional funding. Before independence, vocational education and training colleges were free, but fees had been established to compensate for expenses not covered by public funds (Government of Armenia Decree, 2011).  Funding for VET colleges is resourced through the state budget and complemented by financial and programmatic support from bilateral (partner government-to-Armenia) and multilateral (multi-party institution-to-Armenia) development agencies. The European Union has been Armenia's principal donor for VET reforms since 2003, helping to construct a regional network of VET institutions, staff training, and the development of training standards (ETF, 2019). Armenia is an Organizational for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Country (DAC) (Government of Armenia, 2021). Significantly, the fiscal and policy processes in the area of VET reform are managed by three national government ministries, which include foreign affairs, education, and economy. 
            All VET activities and operations are managed and relevant funds and financing administered by these ministries. In the course of our engagement with stakeholders we discovered that all VET colleges in regions outside of the capital Yerevan receive operational funds based on student enrollment and a number of other considerations. This was confirmed by the directors of the VET colleges in Sisian and Goris, during our interviews. For instance, colleges that serve border regions are subsidized at a slightly higher rates than others, to ensure less outmigration by young students from these regions (State Budget of Armenia, 2020). The funding models are based on national statistics of labor market trends, projected needs, and industry feedback. More localized programs that complement national VET programs do exist, such as the Deutsche Volkhochschule Verband (DVV) adult education center in Sisian (see Appendix F). However, like VET colleges, their access to local communities is through the national ministries who must support such local programs with funding and accreditation.
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Our second project question addressed the gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET colleges in the Armenian communities of Goris and Sisian. We consulted data from interviews and focus groups of all participants to answer this question and arrived at five main findings which we detail below.
Armenia's government recognizes the value of vocational education and has taken concrete steps to strengthen it over the last decade. In 2004, the government developed a strategy for vocational education and training; in 2007, it updated the policy priorities and accompanying action plan; and in October 2008, the government adopted the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper II (later renamed the "Sustainable Development Programme of Armenia" - SDPA) (ETF, 2012). Additionally, the Ministry of Education and Science implemented VET sector development and funded support programs (ETF, 2012).
A common overarching gap that became a mainstay in almost all conversations throughout the project was that local communities are not sufficiently engaged by the national government in policy-making and administration of VET colleges, which impedes learning and community development outcomes. This lack of engagement includes official municipal entities, as well as informal community access points such as local NGOs, business groups and others. When there is an opportunity for community leaders to have input, it is often late in the policy process and when implementation has begun. This sentiment was captured in the quote below from our interview with the Municipality Deputy Staff Director from Sisian:
If we know that there is something we need to do for our [VET] state colleges, then of course we want to do it. It’s our community, and we want to be exemplary, but we don’t find out about the details until very late. (Sisian Municipality Deputy Staff Director).

Local Community Input and Capacity Absent In National VET Policy Development
In the course of the continuous VET reform efforts over the last decade, local communities have lacked opportunity for input in the policy development process. This was a consistently-raised concern and noted gap by respondents throughout our interviews. This was a perspective shared by Goris Municipality Social Affairs Officer, Deputy Staff Director at Sisian Municipality, as well as the Deputy Minister of Education, whose ministerial portfolio currently includes VET oversight and reform activities. The general consensus at the community level, as we heard during our interviews with VET college directors in Sisian and Goris, as well as local business leaders, is similar. 
One of the key gaps, about which we consistently inquired, was the lack of alignment between programming offered at VET colleges and needs of the local labor market. The national labor statistics do not disaggregate beyond broad provincial categories, as we confirmed with the staff of the ministry of education. Moreover, municipalities do not have the capacity, nor resources to develop their own methodology and regular data collection on local labor needs. “We don’t have the time, nor the mandate by law, to delve into the conducting labor market analysis or to bring together the local business community to understand what skillsets they may need,” explained the Sisian Municipality Deputy Staff Director, when we inquired about aligning their local labor market needs with the national VET reform agenda. “All we can do is look at the local business registry and know what type and quantity of local enterprises exist in our community.”  Similarly, Goris Municipality Social Affairs Officer noted that while economic development indicators are important management data, when it came to the town’s community development strategy, they had to rely on external resources such as local NGOs to develop such strategic plans, and that the municipality itself did not have the skillset on staff. 
As noted in Finding 1, Armenia’s national government is the primary interlocutor for all international and even national efforts in support of VET programs. This national entry point for such initiatives, which then are localized based on the funding agency’s or programmatic partner’s particular objectives, continue to be managed at the national level, through the three ministries listed in Finding 1 (Foreign affairs, Education, Economy). We found little evidence, based on direct questions posed to current VET programming partners USAID and GIZ, that any efforts are made to leverage or create lateral learning among reform and support. We corroborated this fact in our conversation with the Deputy Minister of Education, who explained that, while coordination is the responsibility of the ministries involved in VET efforts, “the inter-agency coordination process is rather administrative and not focus on learning coordination and leveraging.” Unfortunately, we found that this siloed programming and policy development process translates to local municipalities, international funders, and local NGOs duplicating much of the work designed to improve VET college programming on a consistent basis. As we heard in our interviews with the leader of a Goris-based NGO representative as well as the Director of the Goris State College, “pilot programs from international organizations are less impactful at the local level than would be a partnership between international organizations and more local NGO's or the colleges directly.” 
As an example, GIZ and other funder programs that are organizing their own pilot programs frequently present the findings from their pilot programs or their research to the Ministry of Education or to the Ministry of Economy upon completion of the pilot programs. Many of these pilots are having successful results, as defined by their project briefs and agreements with the Armenian government, with a small number of schools (GIZ, 2021). For example, a recent GIZ pilot program partnered with 12 colleges in an attempt to improve the quality of the VET curricula. However, that program is slated to lose funding from the German government, and therefore will not have the opportunity to finalize research about VET curricula or present relevant findings to the colleges or the Ministry of Education. There are no indications that there is a plan to find a new home for the continuation of the research and, perhaps more importantly, we found little evidence on whether the findings from those 12 schools would be communicated to schools beyond the cluster with whom GIZ is currently working. 
The national government’s delegation of authority over VET college management to local municipalities is a planned government reform outlined in Armenia’s National Security Strategy documents (2014). However, this planned reform does not have clear timelines, expectations, protocols, or other policy parameters. In conversations with the Deputy Minister of Education, we were informed that the reform has a 10-year runway with very specific milestones. When we prompted the Goris municipality representative and Goris VET college director on the issue, they responded with an uncertain three- to four-year timeline, and when we asked the Sisian VET College director, she responded with a one-year expected timeline. This is a key piece of the reform that the ministry of education has highlighted to be the solution to greater local control over education matters, in particular VET colleges. Entering the fray of ministries that would be involved in this policy implementation is the Ministry of Territorial Administration, overseeing all local governance and consolidation efforts. With so many national level players, along with a highly delicate piece of reform which fundamentally changes the balance of control over a considerable swath of the education sector, there is little coordinated communication directed at stakeholders, and there we found very little formal evidence of proactive engagement of local municipalities and VET college administrators in any phase of the process. We did, on an anecdotal basis, identify relationship-based engagement with the national government by particular stakeholders. In Goris, the VET college director noted that he had been in touch with the Ministry of Education personnel to discuss capital improvement needs at the college. He noted, specifically, that this was because of “the relationship I had with [ministry staff person] from the previous national government Administration.” The customary process (not enshrined in regulation), according to senior policy advisor at the National Assembly’s Standing Committee on Science, Education, Culture, Diaspora, Youth, and Sports) is to have all capital improvement projects proposed to the ministry of education, and the ministry, based on availability of resources would consider a limited a number of ad-hoc grants for such extra-budgetary expenditures. 
In line with this trend, VET college administrators, as well as municipality representatives, repeatedly pointed to unavailability of resources, funding, and development opportunities to VET colleges as a primary reason for lack of systemic improvements of access, coordination, and quality of VET programming. In Goris, the Municipality representative relayed an episode that after repeated attempts to have state (national) budget funds be authorized to pave a last stretch of the road to the college for ease of access for students, the director of the VET College (who is coincidentally also a member of the city council—Avakani) applied to the Mayor and Council on behalf the college to collaboratively lay pavement on that portion of the entry path to the college. The Sisian VET College director, after the aforementioned Swiss study tour, used personal funds, and fundraised additionally to be able to start an orchard that would eventually (five-year trajectory) become a lab for horticulture students at the college. These were but two examples of how VET college administrators spend their time on patch work improvements, that may not necessarily translate into strategic and systemic progress. 
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In our analysis of statistical reports, as well as conversations with VET administrators and P&T, we found that found that VET college teachers do not have to maintain qualifications or demonstrate relevant credentials. Additionally, the VET administrators, business leaders, municipal leaders, and current and prospective students unanimously stated that “many lack specialized experience.” This accords with other interviews with local municipal leaders who expressed that VET college teachers lack specialized experience and provide low quality instruction. While a significant limitation of this project is that we were not able to interview VET teachers themselves, VET college administrators confirmed that there are no clear requirements for qualifications or certification. 
Data from focus groups and interviews clarified students’ and administrators’ perspectives regarding VET college teachers and their ability to effectively fulfill their responsibilities in the classroom. The administrator of the Sisian College stated “Usually in tourism, there are not enough specialists who have experience to give quality instruction and so I help them to provide these courses.”  VET administrators are unclear of how teachers learn and what motivated them to become and remain educators. The administrator of the Sisian college shared “We don’t have consultancy professors and keep other professionals (for example we have a tourism professor candidate, but we keep another profession and start to develop knowledge). As a result, we can’t have quality.”  The administrator of the Goris college expressed a similar concern when discussing teacher education and experience. He stated, 
We have a problem with the programming teachers because we can’t give much salary for their professional expenses. We try to push our teachers to give them chances to build their capacity. Now we are thinking we can give money for teachers to develop, but we can’t choose professionals from IT companies because they want high salaries.
When interviewing students and business leaders about their perspectives on VET teachers, one student commented, “Teachers are unqualified or lack field-specific education” (Gor), and another stated, “We need more professional teachers with qualifications,” (Naira). One business leader echoed this view on teacher quality by stating, “In Goris university, we have tourism faculty, but I don’t know of any professors that have actual tourism qualifications,” (Lucineh, hotel owner and manager). These anecdotal statements from the interviews with students and business leaders support the finding that teachers are not required to have specialized certification. 
Additionally, there is not currently a formal evaluation system in place for VET teachers, nor are there specific standards and professional assessment systems for teacher duties and expectations, particularly for how to promote the professional growth of teachers. VET college administrators confirmed there is no official performance evaluation system to check the quality of instruction. The Director of Sisian State College noted:
In Sisian, we observe the instruction in classes. Usually, the directors go as a group to observe. Usually, I start with new professors because they will start to improve the quality of their instruction when the director comes and gives feedback. (Director of Sisian State College)
Additionally, the Director of Goris State College explained, “In Goris, there are no formal evaluations in place. When students have good results on final exams, we say the teacher is more qualified because of good scores on teacher-created final exams. But these, of course, are teacher-created final exams.” In summary, we found that VET teachers are not required to have relevant certification and there is no formal professional evaluation system. Next, we consider existing gaps in the present curricula.
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	To answer our second project question about the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET college programming, we triangulated the data from interviews with the Minister of Education, VET college administrators, local business leaders, and current VET students. We also went on guided tours of two of the three VET colleges and have included various annotated photographs as Appendices D and E. We found that gaps exist between the planned and executed VET curriculum. Specifically, VET colleges in Goris and Sisian are utilizing outdated content and resources, and there is a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice. These gaps, in turn, have resulted in a disconnect between VET curricula and the needs of the labor market, as well as those of VET college students within the community. 
With respect to the curricular quality at VET colleges, outdated content and resources and a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice have resulted in unmet labor market and community needs. The VET administrators stated that the Government designs curriculum with no labor market analysis and stakeholder input, and for many programs, there is no skill certification required by either the college or the industry. As such, it is challenging to assign qualifiers and evaluate VET programs as competency-based programs. The Director of Goris State College confirmed this finding when he informed us that, 
Certification (skills/industry) does not exist. All teachers give the final exam. After the final exam, we give them the diploma or don’t give them the diploma.  They can go to business and say I have this certificate. No board licensing.
The Director of Sisian State College provided an explanation of the complexity of licensing, “Here, the only example of licensing is in the nursing program because our institution is licensed to provide the nursing program by the Ministry of Health. When it comes to other programs, licensing is not an option.” In response to a question about whether licensing would be desirable, the administrator stated, 
That would be good, exactly, but paradox. To be eligible for a license, our curriculum and teaching would need to be of a certain standard. But to maintain quality, we will need enough students, and if those students are unable to successfully complete the programs, the college will have to close. Because the curriculum is currently coordinated by the ministry, we won't be able to address these problems until the colleges have more autonomy over their own operations. 
Some of the issues emerging from these statements related specifically to the design and quality of the VET curriculum as impediments for licensing and student enrollment. VET administrators and students revealed that outdated programs do not meet the requirements of students or communities. A vast majority of prospective VET students reported that they would be interested in attending VET college programming that would allow them to reside in local communities if they improved the quality of the programming and available resources, and if job placement in the local community were improved. However, most of the prospective students expressed that the curriculum in Yerevan is far more relevant and applicable to professions they are interested in. As one student stated, “There are not enough relevant programs at Goris College that match our interest or future professional needs,” (-Hasmik, prospective VET student). Another added, “If the college offered many more opportunities, I would consider going,” (-Miriam, prospective VET student). 
Prospective students voiced their opinion that the areas of study that the college currently provides are limited and areas such as dancing and programming would not prepare them for their future careers. Less than half of the students said they were willing to attend college if it offered relevant and quality programs that led to work opportunities. Mariam, one of the students unwilling to attend college, insisted, “No one is going to college, they’re going to university. I am not sure I will get appropriate knowledge in college.” The administrator of the VET college in Sisian explained, 
Students are not interested in the skill sets offered by the colleges. There is an immediate need for learning but meeting the need to put food on the table is more pressing for students, beginning in 9th grade. They need to work. Often, the goals of learning and the needs of the students are misaligned. In general, there is a lack of interest in certain disciplines except for construction and culinary, where there has been a lot of interest because there are opportunities for work. However, culinary opportunities are in Yerevan, which we do not want to encourage. If we can open car parts, our experts can teach the students, and this would be more effective AND would benefit the budget of our college to partner with others. 
From the above analysis, we can argue that the quality of curriculum and programs is questionable because colleges lack the physical capacity for providing quality practical experiences needed to bridge theory and practice. Huchette (2011) contends that VET curriculum should have a strong alignment between theory and practice through the integration of apprenticeship programs and practical experiences.
VET administrators also disclosed that VET colleges lack the resources and space for practical experiences, so students do not have the opportunity to experiment with and practice their skills. They stated that physical conditions of facilities for practical experiences need updating and repair, and that the colleges lack resources and physical space for practical experiences because labs are under-resourced and outdated. The administrator of the Sisian College explained, 
One of the things I saw in Switzerland that I really liked was that, if a student didn’t have a job placement/externship letter, the college would not commence with the coursework. There are lots of internships there with colleges and the college has a factory there, for example, in curricula, they have a chance to work simultaneously. Here, we have only practice work, we don’t have internships. There, college has the resources for these activities. We don’t have resources or the physical space for this. Proportion of theory to practice is 1-5 per week. At the school, there are actual practical laboratories.
The Director of Goris State College corroborated this sentiment by stating, “We lack resources and physical space for practical experiences. Labs are under-resourced and outdated. Students will want to work with sewing machines, but we don’t have them.” He further expressed, “We can’t announce our students as professionals because we don’t have resources.” Prior studies have noted the importance of students needing to actively reflect on their experiences and the steps they must take to become professionals since VET contains cognitive, affective and social learning processes (Schaap, Baartman & De Bruijn, 2011). Current VET college students agreed with the statement that physical conditions/structures and facilities for practical experiences need updating and repair. Upon a walkthrough of the Goris campus, our team observed the building and classrooms were lacking in resources and in need of structural repairs. For example, we found that the lab designed for computer programming coursework not only needed physical repairs to the walls, flooring, and furniture, there were also a total of three 2006 PC tower computers for students’ use (see Appendix D). 
These findings provide further evidence that the perception of students, business leaders, and administrators alike is that VET curriculum is not meeting the needs of students and communities. Nearly all the people we spoke to about VET curriculum, including parents of college-age students, suggested that it is not meeting the needs of college students or the labor market, and we did not encounter other evidence to challenge this perspective. In the following section we detailed the gaps students and prospective students identified.
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In our project questions, we asked: What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET college programming in rural Armenia? From analysis of the interviews and focus group data, we found that students reported three primary challenges when determining whether to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges. In particular, students mentioned not having regular access to college counselors or representatives from VET colleges with information about college programming. Additionally, both prospective students and current VET college students named physical access and building infrastructure as challenges for VET colleges. These data points are outlined below.
College/Career Counseling
Secondary students graduating from school in rural Armenia report not having access to career counselors with knowledge of resources related to VET programming. 95% of the prospective students we interviewed noted that they would not consider attending a local VET college. The primary reason given was the relatively low quality of VET programming, but, when pressed, many students admitted that this was a perception and that they did not have much information about the courses or degree programs offered at the local colleges. For example, one student stated that, “There is a great cost difference if you want to go to university in Yerevan. However, the local college does not have applicable professions,” (-Hasmik). When asked about what she would like to study, it then became apparent that the local college did, in fact, offer a degree program in marketing. She explained that she wasn’t aware of the program, but would still prefer to attend the university in Yerevan because of its reputation. When asked if any college counselors or representatives had come to their high school to connect with students about the courses offered at VET colleges, 91% of students named that that had not occurred. When asked how they had gotten information about the colleges, most students explained that they had looked on the colleges’ websites and/or gotten information via word-of-mouth.
This finding was confirmed when we spoke with students currently in VET college. All but two of the students said that they had not been advised by a counselor about college, nor had a representative from the local college come to their high school. One student explained, “No one advised me, but sometimes teachers gave the advice to go university instead of college to get the appropriate knowledge,” (-Artur). Another student described that her decision was based “solely on my passion,” (-Miriam). She explained that she, “did not have any formal counseling experience in secondary school. It’s just that I knew what I wanted to do because it’s in my family, and college was the best option so I could work.” Other students described how they became aware of college programming, since no representatives or counselors had given them information during their high school experience. “No counseling was available at my high school. I just looked on my friends’ social media and saw what they were doing. We heard about it through friends,” (-Gor). 
	Three of the students we spoke to did describe hearing about one of the Goris VET colleges for the first time from representatives who came to their high school. Lillit, Nona, and Gor explained that the agricultural college did have a program where they took students to the local high school to talk with prospective students in rural villages about agricultural programming. The students stated that this experience did impact their decision to attend college after high school, instead of going to university. However, they explained that they weren’t sure if these representatives continued to visit high schools. “There was kind of a backlash because colleges were promoting their program where you can attend college starting in 10th grade. The high schools had the perception that they were trying to take their students. They thought this would lead to a ‘brain drain’ from the high school and it would also impact the school’s funding. Because high schools get funding based on how many students they have. So, I’m not sure they still go to the schools. But I think they should,” (-Miriam). This description from the current VET college students illuminated a potential reason as to why college counseling in high schools and/or ambassador programs, in which representatives from colleges visit high schools, are not more prevalent. VET college administrators in both Goris and Sisian colleges confirmed that, while they had a program in which students went to local high schools to describe coursework at VET colleges, the cooperation with high schools was challenging because of the perception that colleges are “poaching students away from high school.” 
Physical Access and Building Infrastructure
Both current VET college students and prospective VET college students also named physical access and infrastructure as challenges for VET colleges. Gor and Artur, current VET college students, explained that they did not regularly attend their classes that occur five times each week because of issues with transportation to and from their village. “I cannot pay to come into the college that many days per week, so I try to read at home when I can’t go to my classes,” Gor explained. Three of the prospective VET students explained that they would like to stay in Goris to go to college to be closer to family, but that daily transportation to classes would actually be easier in a city like Yerevan than trying to commute into the town of Goris from the more remote villages to go to the college. Hasmik, a prospective student, stated that her parents “are not comfortable with me traveling every day back and forth to Goris by myself. Even if I was to decide that I wanted to go to VET college, they are not going to allow it because of transportation.” Additionally, all of the current VET students explained that, because the college is located at the top of a hill at the end of a narrow road, accessing the college building itself becomes exceedingly difficult and sometimes impossible during the winter months. Finally, when interviewing the Goris college administration, one of the administrators described significant concerns with building infrastructure and the way this impacts students and courses. “We have trouble with heating the building in the winter, so we sometimes don’t have class. The place to get the wood for the heating was lost in the war– is now in Azari controlled territory– so we have to find a new place to get wood for heating this winter. The smoke from the burning wood for heat is also a challenge when having class. And you can see that the building needs many repairs. I just don’t have the money from the current government for these repairs. I don’t have what I need even when I reach out” (see Appendix D). These data points together indicate that transportation and physical access to VET colleges, as well as building infrastructure are all impediments for local students attending VET colleges, both with respect to physical access and perception of college quality. 
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In our project questions, we asked: What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET college programming in rural Armenia? We found that, in addition to the various gaps in viability outlined above, there are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in these communities in Armenia due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships and employment upon graduation. Employers’ overall negative perception of VET college programming and the mixed perception of the skills of VET college graduates were described during our focus group with local business leaders and potential employers. These perceptions were described as reasons why partnership between the college and businesses has not existed in the past in the form of apprenticeship programs. However, while some business leaders were candid about their limited financial capacity to invest in future employees, all of the business leaders we interviewed were interested in some sort of future partnership with VET colleges to establish formal apprenticeships.
Availability of and Capacity for Apprenticeships
	During our interviews with local business leaders from the communities surrounding Goris and Sisian, some of those interviewed stated that they would be interested in ongoing formal apprenticeship programs with VET colleges in which students would be offered placement in their business for credit. Others explained why they currently would not be interested in such a program, but would like to partner with the college in a different capacity. All of the business leaders in the focus group stated that any hesitation about cooperating with local colleges for formal apprenticeship programs was grounded in their perception of the relatively low quality of VET programming at the local colleges. One business leader explained this response by stating, “Apprenticeship programs would not be effective because the colleges don’t have consultancy professors that are true professionals.” This statement about professor qualification is corroborated by one of the VET administrators who stated, “We have troubling finding qualified candidates for college teachers. For example, there is a tourism professor candidate who is not trained in tourism, but we keep them so that we can start to develop their knowledge. In the meantime, it’s hard to say that the program is of high quality.”
	For those leaders who were interested in partnering with colleges for apprenticeship programs, many referenced the need for capacity-building on the part of both the business and the college in order to support students. “Not only the employee will develop important skills– Businesses must have the ability to develop the institutional capacity to support the employee. In Goris, there is an AUA [American University of Armenia] extension program, but they charge a fee for services. Each business can pay for the employees to participate in this program, but that requires capacity on the part of the business. For me, our business has that and I believe it is important to give employees the ability to attend development opportunities. But my business is sustainable.” Naira, owner of a local bakery, added that, “Businesses should work with the college to give them the opportunity to organize practical lessons for the students on the campus. Because not all businesses can pay to develop employees.” The conversation continued, revealing mixed capacity and interest on the part of business leaders in collaborating with VET colleges for apprenticeship programs. Vahage supported the idea of both an apprenticeship program, but also a collaboration where local businesses could go to the college to organize practical lessons for students. Gayane proposed, “Maybe businesses could pay for students for a shorter time– like a month,” but also supported some sort of practicum program. “This would also give us a chance to meet new employees that want to stay in Goris.” 
When asked about partnerships with local businesses, both the administration of VET colleges in Goris and in Sisian indicated that they would be very interested in providing students with these types of experiences. “This would be wonderful because it would give our students the practical experiences needed for employment once they graduate. Right now, so many of our students are not able to find local employment with their degree,” (Director of Sisian State College). Indeed, as of 2019, the unemployment rate in rural communities for those between the ages of 15-24 was 38.4%, with average duration of job searching for those between the ages of 24-29 at more than two years (ETF, 2019). Additionally, according to the latest Torino Report on VET in Armenia, “the need of bringing the skills of the VET graduates into correspondence with the labor market requirements is clearly stated as a primary goal in…documents such as the VET Reform Programme 2017-2021 and draft VET Reform Strategy 2019-2022,” (ETF, 2019, p. 30). These data points indicate that, while no formal apprenticeship or practicum partnerships currently exist for VET college students in Goris and Sisian, both the colleges and local businesses indicate a willingness, an incentive, and an understanding of the benefit for students with respect to establishing some version of an apprenticeship program.
Employers’ Perceptions
There was a wide variety among employers and local business leaders with respect to whether or not they would or have hired employees with a degree from local VET colleges. Although none of the businesses had established an apprenticeship with any local college students, just over half of the business leaders we interviewed had hired employees in the past that held a local VET college degree. Additionally, each of those employers that had hired VET college graduates stated that they were satisfied or highly satisfied (along a Likert scale of 1-5, where 1 was not at all satisfied and 5 was highly satisfied) with the skillsets of those employees in comparison to the employees with university degrees. 
However, those employers who had not hired any VET college graduates consistently stated two primary reasons as to why they had not and likely would not hire local VET college graduates: 1) there is no degree program offered at a local VET college in a relevant field of study needed for employment, and 2) the perception that VET college programming in the required field was of lower quality than other programs or inadequately prepared students with the skills for employment. When asked about this perception, one business leader explained, “It doesn’t make sense because we want to hire students who study tourism or hospitality, but there isn’t a quality program that trains students to be prepared for this type of work.” Another added, “In schools, they should organize orientation processes for youth. Students can’t see what the work looks like that they are entering. If a boy can’t learn good mathematics, maybe he would be a good chef.” These citations indicate that negative perception of the quality of VET programs is hindering not only student enrollment, but also apprenticeship and future employment opportunities for students. However, data from those employers who had hired VET college students indicated that these graduates did have the requisite skills. As such, our finding is that the perception of and reputation of VET college programming is the primary hindrance for employment of college graduates. 
Finding 7: P&T’s Competence and Capacity for Improving the Viability of VET
		Project Question 3
	 Finding 7

	What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET? 
	P&T has capacity in the form of social and political capital, technical skills, access to relevant resources, a consistent philosophical approach to community development, and capacity for designing educational reform initiatives via AEN, their proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary. Various community leaders we interviewed suggested that these elements of organizational capacity would enable P&T to improve the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian.



 Our final project questions asked: What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET? In an effort to answer this question, we examined data from P&T’s internal documents, reports of the outcome of their projects, and conducted interviews with business leaders, students, municipal officials, and VET administrators in order to better understand the capacity of P&T with respect to supporting stakeholders in improving the viability of VET in these communities. After triangulating data from P&T’s recent initiatives and interviews with stakeholders and P&T leaders, we found that P&T has capacity in the form of social and political capital, technical skills, access to relevant resources, a consistent philosophical approach to community development, and capacity for designing educational reform initiatives via AEN, their proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary. If fully established and developed with a clear mission, the Armenian Education Network (AEN) would be well-positioned to enact VET reforms.
Social and Political Capital
We reviewed data from P&T’s projects and initiatives over the course of more than a decade, including partnering with local government when creating strategic development plans for the consolidated community, establishing local children’s centers and partnering with schools and families to provide after school care and education, creating a youth employment initiative in partnership with local businesses, and establishing youth centers and social engagement initiatives for youth from various local villages. What we found was a consistent track record of initiatives that achieved the desired outcomes (P&T report, 2018). In our interview with the Deputy Minister of Education, he also stated that he recognized P&T as having, “a long history of effective development projects that have had a significant impact on the community.” Their most recent initiative to create a network of “child-friendly spaces” was described by the Deputy Minister as having been a “great success.” 
We also interviewed key stakeholders from the local community, including VET students, prospective students, business leaders, and local government officials, about their experience with P&T during these initiatives. The prospective VET students explained, at length, their experience engaging with P&T leaders during their recent youth employment initiative. One of the students, Lucineh, stated, “Anna and Artashes are trying to make sure that we have the opportunities to be successful, even if we can’t afford to go to Yerevan.” Additionally, in the interviews with the Goris Municipality staff representative, the business leaders, and the Director of Sisian State College, they each independently suggested that they felt that P&T had the capacity to improve the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian, by pointing out areas of cooperation they saw possible with the organization. As a result of these interviews and the data we collected from reports of the outcomes of P&T projects and initiatives, we found that P&T has capacity in the form of social and political capital.
Technical Skills and Access to Relevant Resources
	We also examined a variety of internal P&T documents and data from interviews with P&T leaders, finding that P&T has capacity in the form of technical skills and access to relevant resources. We reviewed their five most recent grant proposals, including a current application for a sizeable grant from USAID Local Works Initiative. All the grant applications were written in Armenian first, and later translated into English, the working language of most donor organizations in Armenia. In comparing the English and Armenian, we found that both versions were written in particularly complex prose and were clear and comprehensive. All grant proposals included a thoughtfully constructed logical frameworks that addressed the objectives of the grant solicitations. Finally, we reviewed an internal P&T procedures guide on program management (P&T Program Management Guide, 2016) and noted that the written grants were in compliance with the protocols described in the procedures guide. This process indicated evidence of P&T’s technical skill capacity in the areas of both grant-writing and English-Armenian translation.
	Additionally, we reviewed internal budgetary information from the most recent years, and found that P&T has managed grant money with financial efficiency, achieved concrete results over time while using resources responsibly. The organization’s Financial Management Policies and Procedures Manual (P&T Manual, 2018) is the basis on which the organization operates and manages finances. We found that all financial documents in the grants budgets, budget narratives, and the grants financial reports had evidence of how P&T mobilized human, financial, and material resources to achieve concrete results over time. For example, our analysis of their budgets revealed clear indication of consistently including cost share to each grant budget and integrating monetized volunteer input. We also found two instances of returned funds to donors, for underspent grants, which were carefully documented and explained. 
Consistent Philosophical Approach to Community Development 
P&T’s track record of leading and managing projects and initiatives in similar fields over the course of the last two decades provided evidence that suggests the organization has capacity in the form of a consistent philosophical approach to community development. During 2000-2022, P&T NGO implemented 167 projects in-line with the strategic directions of the organization, directly managing a total of 83 grant projects and working with stakeholders in the private sector, public/ governmental sector, nonprofit sector, and educational sector. Within our conceptual frame, we include the underlying principles of agency and solidarity as core components of the viability of VET in rural Armenia, as these are the principles that underscore the literature on community development theory (Bhattacharyya, 2009; Jamison, 2007, Pigg & Bradshaw, 2003). We coded the stated goals of P&T’s initiatives, as well as the described results of their projects for language that provides evidence that these two principles are embedded within their work as an organization. Some examples of project goals and results that we coded for agency include:
“Encourage community members’ participation in revealing critical processes and solving various community problems.” (Community Development through Joint Contribution initiative)

“The certificates provided by LIT and the experience gained during the program enabled students to apply to the FLEX program.” (LIT Strong Words initiative)

 “LIT provided an opportunity to communicate closely with native English-speaking professionals, as well as well-known Armenian-speaking businessmen and civic leaders. Through participation in the program, the students had the opportunity to gain connections leading to valuable career and academic spheres and acquaintances.” (LIT Strong Words initiative)

 “The Armenian Education Network" has expanded with CSOs that play an active role in the field of education, promoting the role of CSOs in the field of education as key players.” (Capacity Building of the Armenian Education Network initiative)

We felt that these goals reflected an organizational effort to support the agency of community stakeholders because these descriptions of the goals and achievements of the initiatives indicate that P&T is “building on the community’s desire for change, the search for authentic, locally-relevant ways of turning problems into challenges… and [helping] the community organize its own achievements and assets to strengthen its agency…” (Alinsky, 1971, p. 3). Specifically, phrases like “encourage community members’ participation,” “enable students to apply to FLEX program,” and “gain connections leading to valuable career and academic spheres,” indicate that P&T is enacting initiatives in which the agency of community members themselves is written into the project goals and outcomes. 
Some examples of goals that use language that we coded for solidarity include:
“Assist in the development of Civil Society Organizations’ (CSO) institutional capacity.” (Intermediary Service Organizations for Civil Society Development initiative)

“Assist in the provision of continuing education for adults.” (Women for All initiative)

“Promote community confidence in local governments and CSOs through innovative approaches to accountability and transparency.” (Intermediary Service Organizations for Civil Society Development initiative)

“Contribute to the improvement of the living conditions of socially vulnerable people and households displaced from Nagorno-Karabakh in the border rural areas of the Goris community by promoting their appropriate equipment, tools and entrepreneurship in the agricultural sector.” (Protection Services for Displaced Persons from Nagorno Karabakh initiative)

Our analysis indicated that these goals and outcomes reflected an organizational effort to support solidarity with community stakeholders because these descriptions of the goals and achievements of the initiatives show P&T’s commitment to the “pursuit of solidarity and agency by adhering to the principles of self-help, felt needs and participation,” (Bhattacharyya, 2009). Specifically, phrases like “promote community confidence in local governments,” “continuing education for adults,” and assisting civil society organizations in building their own capacity indicate that P&T is enacting initiatives in which the project goals and outcomes show evidence of P&T’s solidarity with community members in improving the community in which they, too, live.
	Finally, we interviewed P&T leaders about their work and their approach to community development projects in Goris and Sisian. One excerpt from this interview that we felt captured a philosophical approach grounded in both agency and solidarity is outlined below:
“I am in this work because of my people. This is where I grew up, and tomorrow I will show you my street when we go to meet with the Sisian municipality. This is where we both grew up. We want the people here to know that they can stay here, not only because this is a beautiful place to live and work, but because they themselves have the ability to solve problems in the community and that we are there to support with resources and training and understanding. We want all the young boys who have died here to know that we are in debt of their sacrifice and will continue to build the place they loved and called home. We want young people to have opportunities, that their parents didn’t have, right here in their community.” (-Anna Avetisyan, Deputy Director of Goris P&T NGO)

These citations from their organizational initiatives, as well as the language from our interview with P&T leaders suggests that P&T has the organizational capacity in the form of a consistent philosophical approach to community development projects. Our assertion, grounded in this project’s conceptual frame, is that this capacity is relevant for their ability to lead and support a variety of stakeholders in improving the viability of VET in rural Armenian communities in the future.
Capacity for Designing Educational Reform Initiatives
Finally, we found that P&T has capacity for designing educational reform initiatives via their proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary, AEN. While P&T’s mission statement outlines their efforts to impact community development projects, more broadly, AEN was proposed specifically as a collaborative with other stakeholders to address reform initiatives related to education in Armenia. However, after examining internal P&T documents related to AEN’s initial proposal, P&T’s application to the European Union 2019 named the following as the AEN’s main purpose:
To promote the strengthening and enhancement of AEN (the Armenian Education Network) in the education sector through the development of the network's internal, external and sectoral capacities.

The application also listed the following as AEN’s strategic goals, project target groups, and expected results:
SG 1: Improve the internal capacity of the Armenian education network through the development and implementation of network management procedures and procedures.

SG 2: Improve the external capacities of the Armenian Educational Network, the strengthening communication between VET and Labor Market, public policy and dialogue aimed at improving the career counseling system at local, regional and national levels.

SG 3:  Contribute to the development of Armenian educational Network's sectoral capacity in education, legislation, strategic development and reform programs.

Project Target Groups: RA Ministry of Education and Science, RA State Education Inspectorate, RA Ministry of Territorial Administration and Development, regional administrations, local self-governing bodies, mass media, international sector organizations.

Expected Results
Armenian Educational Network has expanded and improved internal and external capacities, becoming an active actor in the field of public policy and dialogue.

Improved the internal capabilities of the Armenian Educational Network through the development and implementation of network management procedures.

The external capacities of the Armenian Educational Network have been enhanced through the strengthening communication between VET and labor market, public policy and dialogue aimed at improving the career counseling system.

Armenian Educational Network has sectoral capabilities in education legislation, strategic development and reforms programs.

We found that these strategic goals, as well as the fact that AEN is designed as a collaborative to engage multiple stakeholders in the reform process, indicate that P&T, through their collaboration with multiple stakeholders, has capacity for designing reform initiatives. Specifically, strategic goals that involve, “strengthening communication between VET and Labor Market, public policy, and dialogue aimed at improving the career counseling system” are goals that are already in keeping with the findings of this project about improving the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian. These strategic goals and the collaborative design of the network position AEN as a logical entity to spearhead reforms related to improving the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian.



RECOMMENDATIONS
The findings described above suggest several courses of action for P&T. We derived the following six recommendations from our findings, grounded in the various sources of data that we collected and analyzed throughout our project, as well as relevant literature on the topics of community development, multi-stakeholder models, and vocational education and training. Our hope is that the following recommendations offer P&T a roadmap for possible ways in which they might support local stakeholders in improving the viability of VET in the rural communities of Goris and Sisian, Armenia. Appendix H summarizes our recommendations in relation to the findings and our original research questions. None of the recommendations specifically address our first research question, as this question sought simply to better understand the current context and characteristics surrounding VET in rural Armenian communities. However, many of the recommendations address more than one finding. The following are the six recommendations:
1. P&T should adapt their organizational structure by fully developing AEN as an independent, multi-stakeholder subsidiary to lead the collaboration and coordination efforts of VET reform initiatives.  
2. AEN should develop and execute a VET Reform Action Plan and proactively adapt priorities, as necessary.
3. AEN should collaborate with VET colleges to raise awareness about their programs and highlight student, alumni, and institutional achievements. 
4.  AEN should assist VET colleges in creating a comprehensive teacher performance evaluation system and a corresponding teacher training program. 
5. AEN should facilitate collaboration between local businesses and colleges to design and pilot an apprenticeship program for VET college students.
6. AEN should facilitate collaboration between the Ministry of Education, local secondary schools, and VET colleges to design and pilot a college counseling program for current secondary students.
Recommendation 1: P&T Should Formally Launch AEN as a Multi-Stakeholder Entity
P&T should accelerate the formalization of the Armenian Education Network (AEN) as a separate entity with its own mission and operational parameters. AEN is currently an informal multi-stakeholder collaborative focused on pursuing policy reforms in the education sector, as well as. Formalizing AEN entails establishing membership principles, code of conduct, and decision making and operating procedures. 
Grantmaker for Effective Organizations (2014) recommended that complex and dynamic systems often need to be modified, because no single organization can have a significant and lasting impact alone. When people transcend the boundaries that often separate organizations and sectors, they gain access to new ideas and resources and form partnerships that can help them achieve common goals. The emphasis of nonprofit leaders like P&T, on addressing their organizations’ day-to-day needs might prevent them from taking a broader perspective and thinking more strategically about possibilities to work with others for greater impact. Working effectively in partnerships requires humility, and willingness to relinquish control and authority for a greater level of influence. As a result, participants are often asked to go beyond the specific goals of their own organization to achieve larger mission goals. The findings highlight the need for a collaborative coordinator/leader to improve communication and provide feedback to stakeholders, as well as government support for VET policy development. We recommend that P&T should adapt their organizational structure by formally launching AEN as a unique multi-stakeholder entity to lead the collaboration and coordination efforts of VET reform initiatives. By defining AEN’s purpose and vision, its membership which includes educators, business leaders, parents, VET alumni, and municipalities will be the agency that engages with all sectors as well as the national government, to enact coordination along policy, organization, and management against VET outcomes. Next, we detail specific recommendations for AEN to bridge capacity and policy gaps more efficiently in the education sector through multi-stakeholder engagement.
Recommendation 2: AEN Should Develops VET Reform Priorities and a Comprehensive Action Plan

We recommend that AEN develop an action plan of priorities and steer all resources related to VET. AEN should proactively secure investments from multiple sources including international funders. While so doing, AEN should collaborate with the appropriate bodies in Armenia’s national government to coordinate incoming international financial and programming support, to leverage outcomes. This will require AEN to intentionally develop VET reform plan, aligned with available and project resources. A fundraising plan will be a strong complement to ensure sustained resourcing of the activities envisions. In response to Findings 1 and 2, AEN stands to play a significant role addressing capacity gaps and build the necessary working relationships between the local community and the national government, to deliver VET reforms that are grounded in community needs. 
In light of this, AEN’s should coordinate efforts among various stakeholders to initially conduct local labor market analysis and simultaneously build in-house capacity at the municipalities to continuously do this kind of analysis. Additionally, AEN should work with the municipalities to ensure that community development planning processes include local labor market review and analysis, and that formal community development strategies developed by municipalities include an integrated VET section, specific to the municipality for which it is being written. 
Working with local stakeholders, AEN should also actively and continuously steer resources toward easing infrastructure and transportation/physical access challenges faced by students and experienced by VET colleges. Examples of this may be tapping into the sister city relationship that Goris Municipality has with the town of Vienne in the South of France. 
Finally, AEN should continuously adapt its action plan and activities to evolving needs and conditions, to remain effective and impactful. 
Recommendation 3: AEN Should Prioritize Improving the Image of Local VET Colleges
What is striking throughout many of our findings is the fact that the majority of stakeholders we interviewed held a predominantly negative perception of the image of VET colleges. As discussed in the findings, 95% of prospective students and business leaders, for example, viewed the quality of VET programs as being insufficient or less rigorous than university coursework. This was the primary reason why many students named that they would not choose VET colleges for their post-secondary education. Additionally, our review of literature included reference to Billett (2018), who explained that poor quality, limited links with stakeholders, social stigma, cultural hurdles, and a lack of qualified and competent teachers all affect VET's image. 
For these reasons, we recommend that AEN prioritize improving the image of local VET colleges by intentionally promoting and publicizing the student, faculty, and institutional achievements of Goris and Sisian State Colleges. Additionally, in order to improve the image of these VET colleges more broadly, AEN should continue advocating on behalf of the colleges with government officials, parents, students, and business leaders. Billett (2018) also suggests that events such as a “Youth Skills Day” has been an effective promotional tactic for promoting the importance and encouragement of skill development in VET. He names that, not only do these types of initiatives raise awareness about VET programs, institutions, and outcomes, they also help improve the image of VET colleges among members of the public at large (Billett, 2018). For these reasons, we recommend AEN take action to improve the image of local VET colleges, perhaps by collaborating with the colleges to organize events such as a Youth Skills Day, in order to showcase desirable outcomes of VET colleges for the community, young people, and the local workplace. 
Recommendation 4: AEN Should Prioritize Establishing Performance Evaluations and Teacher Training in Curriculum Design and Pedagogy
We recommend that AEN prioritize collaborating with VET colleges in order to establish performance evaluations for VET teachers, as well as teacher training in curriculum design and pedagogy. Throughout the course of this project, we found that many VET college teachers do not need to maintain qualifications or exhibit relevant certification, and that there is not a formal teacher evaluation system at the local VET colleges. Therefore, we recommend that AEN coordinate with VET colleges to provides training for VET teachers to create, develop, and sustain dual competencies — industry experience and knowledge, as well as pedagogical skills. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2014) explained the ways in which teacher training is essential for preparing VET teachers to adapt to changing environments and cultural norms. Teachers must also refresh their knowledge and experience to reflect changes in technology, working methods, and instructional techniques (OECD, 2014). AEN has access to grants and stakeholders that can provide non-formal or on-the-job training courses for teacher education, such as seminars, study groups, conferences, study tours, symposia, and e-learning courses. AEN also has the network with multiple stakeholders, such as businesses, local municipal officials, and the Ministry of Education, in order to can deliver practical teacher training, research, and innovation in pedagogical techniques. We also recommend that AEN assists VET administrators with the design of a performance evaluation system for teaching staff which VET administrators can use as a tool for teacher professional growth and development. 
Recommendation 5: AEN Should Prioritize Establishing Community-Based Apprenticeship Programs 

Additionally, we recommend that P&T prioritize establishing a community-based apprenticeship program in an effort to improve the overall viability of VET colleges. We recommend that AEN coordinate collaboration between local businesses and colleges to collectively design an apprenticeship program that would afford VET college students the opportunity to access relevant resources, tools, on-the-job experience, and potential employment contacts. Much of the above literature about VET education references the importance of apprenticeship programs that adapt to the needs of the labor market (Anderson, Brown, & Rushbrook, 2004; Prosser, 1949). Additionally, data from our interviews with VET students, VET administrators, and business leaders alike suggested that practical experiences, in the form of an apprenticeship, should be part of the regular curriculum in VET colleges. The participants indicated that some sort of apprenticeship opportunity would enhance VET college learning and increase the likelihood of employability for students within local communities. For these reasons, we recommend that AEN coordinate collaboration between local businesses and colleges to collectively design and establish a community-based apprenticeship program for VET college students.
Recommendation 6: AEN Should Prioritize Establishing a College Counseling Program
Finally, we recommend that P&T prioritize coordinate collaboration between local secondary schools, local VET colleges, and the Ministry of Education in order to design and establish a college counseling program for prospective VET students. From our interviews with current and prospective VET students, we found that very few students expressed that they had adequate information about VET colleges before making a decision about their post-secondary educational options. All but two of the students indicated that they had not had access to a college counselor, nor had a representative from VET colleges visited their campus to discuss VET college programming. Relevant literature also suggests that college counseling is an important entry-point for students deciding to enroll in VET colleges. Diamond (2007) suggested that college counseling should serve to improve training and job-related decision-making processes so that students feel like agents able to influence their own professional careers and futures. Furthermore, various authors indicate that college counseling should empower students to make better decisions and have more self-control so that they are able to set realistic goals and make the effort necessary to reach them (Diamond, 2007; Mohd Kamalludeen, 2012). The literature we analyzed highlights the need to make students aware of the various post-secondary training options and career paths available to them via established college counseling programs (Diamond, 2007; Mohd Kamalludeen, 2012). Finally, research about apprenticeship programs also suggests that students should be provided with information and knowledge about the working world, professions, job opportunities, and the characteristics of the jobs that are associated with each training program (Colding, 2006). In consort with data from our interviews with students, we therefore recommend that AEN should coordinate collaboration between VET colleges, local high schools, and the Ministry of Education to design a college counseling program that supports all involved stakeholders.
CONCLUSION
These recommendations outline ways in which P&T might take action to improve the viability of vocational education and training in the rural communities of Goris and Sisian, Armenia. We recognize that each of these recommendations may be seen as a project in and of itself, and that the project of improving the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian is a long-term, expansive, multi-faceted process that requires collaboration among a plurality of stakeholders. However, when part of a long-term strategy, we believe that these recommendations may offer a path towards improving the viability of VET in rural Armenia. We know that P&T’s commitment to the youth in their community, their capacity for collaborating with other stakeholders to design and enact educational reforms, and their leadership in the area of community development will be invaluable in this endeavor, and we offer this data, these findings, and these recommendations in support of their efforts to improve the viability of VET for the youth and the members of the Goris and Sisian communities.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Format of Semi-Structured Qualitative Focus Groups
Introductions
Name, town, vocational interest
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Personal Introductions & Purpose of the Study
General Info about us (individually) 

I. College & General Interest
1. What was your primary reason for choosing VET? Please explain below.
2. What was your general perception of VET? 
3. Do you think there is a connection between going to college and getting a job after finishing your studies? Do you know if both a certificate and/or diploma are required in your area of interest?
I. College Access and Information
A. College Counseling: What orientation or information about professional certifications/college programs was available to you in High School?
· Was this orientation helpful? In what areas or in what ways might more orientation or information be helpful?
· If there was no orientation, how did you hear about and decide on college/university programs?
B. Financing: How will you and your family pay for your university or college education?
C. Financing: Are you aware of any financial, transportation, or other resources available to you to help finance your studies?
D. We are in Goris where the vocational college is. If you’re from a community outside of Goris, what other resources might you need?

III. Conditions for Viability of College/ Advice
A. What aspects of your VET training are most relevant to your career?

B. During your VET studies, how would you rate the following on a scale of 1-5? 
1- very poor 	2- poor	   3- neither poor or good quality 	4- good quality	  5- very good quality 

Quality of education and teaching methods              	1      2      3      4      5
Availability of course materials and other resources 	1      2      3      4      5
Availability of modern workshop/laboratory equipment 	1      2      3      4      5
Organization of practical training		            	1      2      3      4      5

C. What, if any, gaps were there in your VET training itself or in your ability to access that training?
--> If so, to what degree did those gaps impact your ability to: a) learn critical information necessary in your field, b) complete the VET program, c) pay for the cost of your VET program, or d) obtain relevant employment?

D. What conditions, areas of study, qualities, or opportunities would you like to see to improve college programs?

IV. Employment Information 

· Are you currently employed?	    
If yes, please continue with the questions below:

· What is the main activity of the company you currently work for? / Please describe the nature of your job.
· Is your job relevant to your qualification?  	    Yes     No
1. If not, please explain how it is not relevant or partially relevant to your qualification?

2. Why did you accept a job which is different from your qualification?

· How much is your average monthly salary?
· In relation to your qualification, what skills did you acquire that were adequate to your current job? 
· How many jobs were you offered after graduation (including self-employment and the current job)?
· To what extent was the diploma important for finding the job?
· In order to find this job, did you have to move from your city/region of residence? 	    Yes     No
· For how many months after your graduation did you look for your first job?        ___________

If not employed, please continue with the questions below:
· Have you ever worked after graduation?  	    Yes     No
· What was your employment contract?
· Why are you not currently employed?
Continuation of education 
Family circumstances 
Hard working conditions 
Cannot find work relevant to my qualifications 
Health conditions 
I do not need a job/I am not looking for a job 
Other (specify) _____________________________________________
		
If self-employed/own business, please continue with the questions below:
· To what extent do you feel that your business is successful? Please explain.
· In your opinion, how well was entrepreneurship covered in the study plan of your school/college?

IV. Military
· For those in the room who are male, we know that military service is part of your duty to your country. In what ways does this impact your studies? What college programs would you like to have available to you in order to minimize the disruption to your studies? Do you see this impacting your future employment opportunities?


Appendix B: One-on-One Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
Introductions
Name, town, vocational interest
Personal Introductions & Purpose of the Study
General Info about us (individually) 

Labor Market Research & Resources from central government – 
A. Does local Dev. of Education Officer/ Do YOU play a role in the creation/availability of training to meet the needs of the labor market?  
B. STATEMENT: (Precursor source document about fiscal powers in the social and educational sector to the local governments), so…
C. What would be helpful in terms of greater powers, more resources, and greater collaboration from the Min of Education for you to be able to better address the needs of the vocational colleges in the area?

Collaboration with Local Economic Dev. Officer
A. What is the internal engagement between the Education and Economic departments?
B. Is there a political imperative  from the city council for collaboration?

Collaboration with colleges and business/local private sector
A. How much collaboration is there with the local colleges? 
B. Are there any impediments to collaboration with local colleges to better align the needs of the labor market and the curriculum?

Interest in Future Broader Involvement with Colleges and Business
A. Would the municipality be interested in joining forces with colleges and local business owners?


Appendix C: Coding Example



Appendix D: Photographs of Goris State College
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Appendix E: Photographs of Sisian State College
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Appendix F: Photographs of the Adult Learning Center in Sisian
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Appendix G: Findings, Themes, and Related Topics
	High Level Finding
	Themes
	Topics

	1. VET college programming is currently managed by the Ministry of Education, is funded by both the state budget and global development agencies, and has experienced a consistent decline in student enrollment, graduation, and employment outcomes over the last decade. VET college funding, enrollment, and programmatic policy initiatives have also been recently and significantly impacted by several geopolitical contextual factors.
	National Development and Security Strategy

Funding

Outcomes 
	· Consolidation of Communities
· Military service

· Involvement of national government in VET
· [Involvement of international AID organizations]

· Employment opportunities
· Registration for VET colleges

	2. The national government’s limited engagement with local communities regarding VET policy and administration impedes learning and community development outcomes. 
	VET Policy, Organization and Management
	1. VET policy
2. VET organization and management
3. Partnership and cooperation

	3. Many VET college teachers are not required to have specific qualifications or demonstrate relevant certification, and there is no formal performance evaluation system for VET college teachers. 
	VET Teacher Education and Quality  
	· Teacher education and experience
· Teacher performance evaluation

	4. There are gaps between the Ministry’s vision for VET curricula and the described needs of college students and local labor markets, including outdated content, antiquated curricular resources, and a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice.
	VET Curriculum
	A. Quality and transferability 
B. Practical experiences

	5. Many students reported three primary challenges when deciding whether or not to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges.
	Access to and Awareness of Quality VET Colleges
	I. College/Career Counseling
II. Physical accessibility of college
III. Building Infrastructure

	6. There are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in Goris and Sisian due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships, employment upon graduation, and employers’ negative perception of VET colleges.
	Entering the Workforce

	IV. Availability of and capacity for apprenticeships
V. Employers’ perceptions of the skills of VET graduates

	7.  P&T has capacity in the form of social and political capital, technical skills, access to relevant resources, a consistent philosophical approach to community development, and capacity for designing educational reform initiatives via AEN, their proposed multi-stakeholder subsidiary. Various community leaders we interviewed suggested that these elements of organizational capacity would enable P&T to improve the viability of VET in Goris and Sisian.
	P&T’s Competence and Capacity for Supporting Improved VET Viability

Separate Mission of AEN
	· Local projects and initiatives

Competence:
A. Components of Community Development Theory (agency; solidarity)
Capacity:
B. Institutional Culture 
C. Social and Political Capital (understanding for relationships with a broad set of stakeholders)
D. Position to coordinate collaboration
E. Sufficient Resources/ Access to resources
F. Technical skills

AEN as a unique entity with more specific mission


Appendix H: Research Questions, Findings, Recommendations 
	Recommendation
	Related Finding(s)
	Related Research Question

	1-P&T should adapt their organizational structure by formally launching AEN as a unique multistakeholder subsidiary to lead the collaboration and coordination efforts of VET reform initiatives. 
	#7- Various elements suggest that P&T likely has sufficient organizational competence and capacity to lead and support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET. However, if fully established, P&T’s multi-stakeholder subsidiary, the Armenian Educational Network (AEN), would be better positioned to enact VET reforms. 
	






What capacity currently exists within P&T that would enable them to support community stakeholders in improving the viability of VET?

	2-AEN should develop and execute a VET Reform Action Plan and proactively adapt priorities as necessary.
	#2-Local communities are not sufficiently engaged by the national government in policy-making and administration of VET colleges, which impedes learning and community development outcomes.

#3-Many VET college teachers are not required to update qualifications or demonstrate relevant certification, and there is a perception that many lack specialized experience.

#4-Due to outdated content and resources, as well as a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice, gaps exist between the planned and executed VET curriculum. These gaps, in turn, have resulted in a disconnect between VET curricula and the needs of the labor market, as well as those of VET college students within the community.

#5-We found that students reported three primary challenges when deciding whether or not to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges. 

#6- There are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in Goris and Sisian due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships, employment upon graduation, and employers’ negative perception of VET colleges.
	

	3-AEN should collaborate with VET colleges to conduct a public relations campaign that raises awareness about their programs and highlights student, alumni, and the institutional achievements.
	#5-We found that students reported three primary challenges when deciding whether or not to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges. 

#6-There are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in Goris and Sisian due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships, employment upon graduation, and employers’ negative perception of VET colleges.
	






What are some of the key gaps in viability that currently exist with respect to VET college programming in rural Armenia?

	4-AEN should assist VET colleges in creating a comprehensive teacher performance evaluation system and a corresponding teacher training program.
	#3-Many VET college teachers are not required to update qualifications or demonstrate relevant certification, and there is a perception that many lack specialized experience.
	

	5-AEN should coordinate collaboration between local businesses and colleges to design and pilot an apprenticeship program for VET college students.
	#4-Due to outdated content and resources, as well as a lack of coherence in the interaction between policy and practice, gaps exist between the planned and executed VET curriculum. These gaps, in turn, have resulted in a disconnect between VET curricula and the needs of the labor market, as well as those of VET college students within the community.

#6- There are significant challenges for VET college students seeking to enter the workforce in Goris and Sisian due to limited opportunities for apprenticeships, employment upon graduation, and employers’ negative perception of VET colleges.
	

	6-AEN should coordinate collaboration between the Ministry of Education, local high schools, and VET colleges to design and pilot a College Counseling program for current high school students.
	#5- We found that students reported three primary challenges when deciding whether or not to attend VET colleges, including awareness of college programming, physical access to the college itself, and a negative perception about the facilities and resources offered at VET colleges. 

Many high school students report experiencing a variety of impediments when accessing VET colleges, both in terms of awareness of college programming, and also with respect to physical access to the college itself. There is also a negative perception of the infrastructure at colleges and the available resources. 
	





Appendix I: Data Collection Matrix
	Data Collection Matrix

	Area of Inquiry
	Objective
	Initial questions
	Target
	Method and Instrument Ideas
	Participants

	VET statistics
	
	
	
	4
	

	Labor Market Statistics
	-connection with education
- 
	
	
	9
	

	Education sector statistics
	
	
	
	10
	

	Primary Stakeholder Input
	
	
	
	3
	

	Primary Stakeholder Input
	
	
	
	1
	

	Primary Stakeholder Input
	
	
	
	2
	

	Primary Stakeholder Input
	
	
	
	
	

	Secondary Stakeholder Input
	
	
	
	
	

	Secondary Stakeholder Input
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