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POSITION OF THE PROBLEM: BETWEEN OPERATIONAL REQUIREMENTS AND RESEARCH ISSUE

Current research on education and related notions (training, learning, traditional education, etc.) has regularly come up against conceptual 

differences in the way the concepts of formality and informality are understood in their semantic variations: formal/non-formal/informal, 

apprenticeship/vocational apprenticeship/non-formal vocational apprenticeship, training, formal/informal economy. Through this brief, we 

attempt to provide some conceptual clarifi cations without claiming to close the critical debate on these notions, which constitute a broad 

spectrum of investigation of the informal or non-formal in a situation of transition, or not, towards formality. In sum, the notion of formality 

has become increasingly problematic and diffi cult to grasp.

APPRENTICESHIP AS A PROCESS

Learning: It is a polysemic concept (process or product, a priori or a posteriori) whose defi nition in pedagogical currents has allowed 

to develop the concept (Marie-José Roch, 2016). It is defi ned as a process of acquiring know-how, i.e., a skill useful to the learner or to 

others that he or she can reproduce at will if the same situation arises. One of the markers of learning is to put the learner at the heart of 

the skill acquisition process.

Apprenticeship is the term traditionally used to designate the process by which the transmission of technical and professional know-how 

from a master to an apprentice is organized (Isabelle Schort, Philippe de Vreyer, Karine Marazian, 2014). The concept can also be called 

vocational apprenticeship (apprentissage professionnel) with a growing presence in the literature. It is important to note that defi nitions 

within the ILO are evolving, as R60 in 1939 defi ned apprenticeship as: any system by which an employer undertakes by contract to employ 
a young person and to train him or have him trained systematically for a trade for a period the duration of which has been fi xed in advance 
and in the course of which the apprentice is bound to work in the employer’s service. 

According to the ILO, apprenticeship in its modern form is a relatively complex mode of training as it is delivered in several locations and 

by several actors (companies, training institutions, online platforms etc.).

• Traditional apprenticeship, which the ILO and other institutions (such as the VET Toolbox) refer to as informal apprenticeship, is a 

socially instituted vocational training system that operates outside the state sphere (Gaye, 2020). This apprenticeship is “on the job” 

in small production units in the informal economy and is aimed at young people who are not in school or who have dropped out of 

school. There is no formally identifi ed curriculum. Traditional apprenticeships are part of an ancient tradition of knowledge and know-

how transmission that is the most widespread in West Africa and, in part, in Eastern and Central Africa.

• Formal/non-formal/informal: these are notions that recur in the literature and that do not enjoy consensus among researchers (Colley 

et al., 2003) 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF LEARNING AND ECONOMIES

These concepts originally form part of economies and are understood in terms of their level of organization in relation to an established 

norm. They are above all concepts used to think about education, training and learning. And it is this perspective that interests us in this 

brief.

• Formal Learning is a process of skill development that takes place within an organized and structured framework and refers to the 

school norm and the school logic (Sylvie Ann Hart 2013). This is the dominant model in French-speaking Africa, which originates 

from the French model (a model with a Greco-Latin tradition that cannot conceive of education outside the school)

• Informal learning arises from the activities of daily life related to work, family and leisure. It is neither organized nor structured in 

terms of time and resources and without intentionality in goals (Colley et al., 2003:4)
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• Non-formal learning is a training modality provided outside the formal educational curriculum in a company, a production unit or a 

non-governmental organization. Unlike informal learning, non-formal learning is intentional on the part of the learner. It can lead to a 

title, certifi cate or diploma, depending on the country. The idea that non-formal learning does not lead to a validation of competences 

or certifi cation may not be valid depending on the training contexts

• Formal economy: is considered as the sum of economic activities  of companies that are covered by government regulation with its 

advantages and obligations. They are subject to requirements of administrative, legal and regulatory formalism and are, as such, 

more likely to promote decent work

• Informal economy : this notion « refers to all economic activities by workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not 

covered or insuffi ciently covered by formal arrangements » (ILO, 2015)

INFORMAL APPRENTICESHIP: DIFFERENT VARIATIONS

In countries with a French-speaking tradition, informal apprenticeship, in its process of upgrading and approximation to the school 

standard, can refer to different terminologies, namely

• Apprenticeship training (formation par apprentissage) : This is a generic term that is becoming more widespread in some countries 

and refers to a training method that usually combines practical training with theoretical training in a training center or resource center. 

The way in which the training time is divided between the school and the company depends on the country.

• There are, however, cases where apprenticeship training is done solely on the job.

• The ILO has introduced the notion of quality apprenticeship. Quality apprenticeship refers to a broader and deeper understanding 

of the elements that make up effective and relevant training for the world of work. To be of quality, apprenticeship must meet a set 

of characteristics that the ILO’s constituents will ultimately defi ne at the International Labour Conference in June 2023. Upgraded 

apprenticeship, a concept that is widespread in Senegal and has been institutionalized at the end of a long process of experimentation 

and capitalization of informal apprenticeships. Upgraded apprenticeship is a concept that refers to the process of modernizing and 

institutionalizing traditional apprenticeship or informal apprenticeship, which would bring it closer to the school standard while 

retaining its intrinsic social values.

• Dual apprenticeship, which Werquin defi nes as a formal vocational apprenticeship (dual type in Benin, PF2E in Senegal) that 

combines school logic and company logic. The literature considers, for the most part, the Swiss and German models to be the most 

developed systems. 

CONCLUSIONS

Not all researchers use the same parameters to defi ne the notion of formality. For a long time, it was placed in opposition to the concept of 

informality, but current research trends are moving in the direction of understanding these notions in a non-exclusive manner. They tend, 

progressively, to identify the parameters that make them complementary, particularly in the fi eld of learning and vocational training: formal, 

informal, non-formal are not mutually exclusive notions but rather characteristics that can be found to varying degrees in all education, 

training or learning situations or activities (Sylvie.A.2013). 


