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Work Meets Academia: University Courses Across 
Europe Get Industry-Driven Makeover 
Malta, April, 2026 — Europe’s higher education landscape is undergoing a structural transformation, 

as universities increasingly embed real-world industry experience into academic programmes. 

Driven by new EU policy priorities and labour market demands, work-based learning (WBL) is 

moving beyond vocational education and into the core of university curricula. 

This shift aligns with the recent “Union of Skills” strategy led by the European Commission, which 

positions education–industry collaboration as central to Europe’s competitiveness and resilience. 

The initiative promotes closer alignment between education systems and labour market needs, 

including the expansion of applied learning pathways and cross-border skills development. 

Recent data confirms that work-based learning is no longer peripheral, it is becoming the norm. 

According to the “Education and Training Monitor 2025” report published by the European 

Commission, 65.2% of vocational education and training (VET) graduates now participate in work-

based learning, surpassing the EU’s 2025 target. Learners with this experience also show 

significantly stronger employment outcomes, reinforcing the role of WBL in improving job readiness. 

Across Europe, universities are also embedding work-based learning in multiple ways, from fully 

integrated degree apprenticeships and dual study programmes to industry-led modules and real-

world project work within traditional courses. 

Central European countries like Germany and Austria sit at the forefront of work-based learning, 

paving the way with well-established dual study programmes, fully integrating university degrees 

with paid, structured employment. 

In Southern Europe, countries such as Malta, Italy, Portugal and Spain are swiftly scaling up reforms, 

embedding dual learning models and industry collaboration into both vocational and higher education 

systems. 

In Northern and Western Europe, such as the Netherlands, Norway and Ireland, universities are 

focusing on flexible models: industry-led projects,apprenticeships, and work-integrated modules 

within traditional degrees, supported by broader EU policy frameworks and incentives. 

At policy level, efforts are intensifying to scale and coordinate work-based learning across Member 

States. A 2025 CEDEFOP report highlights how countries are introducing new funding mechanisms, 

regulatory frameworks, and employer incentives to strengthen participation in WBL programmes. At 

the same time, differences between national systems remain significant, pointing to the need for 

stronger coordination and knowledge-sharing across Europe. 

The WBL Champion project is addressing this challenge head-on. This Erasmus+ project is an EU-

funded initiative driven by a diverse partnership of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and private 

organisations focused on accelerating the adoption and effectiveness of work-based learning 

systems across Europe. Through its latest 2025 findings, the project maps national policies, identifies 

best practices, and supports collaboration between universities, industry, and policymakers. 



 

 

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however 

those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European 

Union or the Erasmus+ National Agency -INDIRE. Neither the European Union 

nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. 

Project No: 2024-1-IT02-KA220-HED-000245540 

“The shift in European higher education is already underway, academic knowledge and professional 

experience are increasingly being treated as parts of the same journey, not separate tracks," said 

Kristina Galea Borg, Principal and Vice Chancellor at Knights College, a WBL Champion partner 

organisation. "System-wide reforms and industry-integrated curricula point clearly to one thing: 

higher education needs to be fundamentally redesigned around how people actually learn and work. 

WBL Champion exists to make sure that redesign is coordinated, scalable, and grounded in genuine 

industry need. The debate about whether work-based learning belongs in higher education is over. 

The focus now is on pace, how quickly and effectively it can be scaled across Europe." 

Besides Malta, the perspective seems to converge across European island states. “Higher Education 

across Europe continues to embrace innovation and partnerships with businesses and non-profit 

organisations of all sizes to ensure our graduates are ready for an ever-evolving working dynamic” 

said Glenn Mehta, Head of Global Business & Society at Technological University Dublin, a WBL 

Champion partner organisation. “This synergistic approach is encouraged and enhanced by 

Government strategy to embed work-based learning in all programmes of study, and a move towards 

more applied and technological universities, where curricula are co-designed to meet the needs of 

wider industry and community stakeholders, and to future-proof Europe’s talent pool to respond to 

emerging trends, developing technologies, and shifting geopolitical dynamics. Embedding WBL in 

certificate, diploma and degrees of study is essential, and this project assists in bringing a 

coordinated European focus on a key requirement of both students and employers across Europe”.   

As Europe faces ongoing skills shortages, particularly in digital, green, and technical sectors, the 

integration of work-based learning into university education is becoming a critical lever for economic 

growth. By aligning education with real-world demands, initiatives like WBL Champion are helping 

to build a more agile, future-ready workforce, ensuring that graduates are not only qualified, but 

ready to contribute from day one. 

To learn more about the WBL Champion project, visit www.wbl-champion.eu 

http://www.wbl-champion.eu/

