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Abstract: National in-service vocational teacher training represents a key 
approach in improving the quality of vocational education. This 
phenomenological study investigated the significance of this type of 
training at a vocational college in China. The study employed a purposive 
sampling method to select participants, ensuring they had relevant 
experience with national in-service vocational teacher training. It drew on 
the experiences of eight participants: four trainers and four trainees, all of 
whom had participated directly in national in-service vocational teacher 
training. Three main methods of data collection were employed: semi-
structured interviews, observations, and document analysis. Through 
qualitative data collected via the semi-structured interviews and 
observations, the study explored how both trainers and trainees perceive 
the benefits and challenges of national in-service vocational teacher training. 
Guided by Experiential Learning Theory, the research framework provided 
a lens through which to understand how participants’ experiences shaped 
their learning and professional growth. The findings revealed that while the 
training provides valuable opportunities for the acquisition of knowledge 
and development of skills, resource building, and practical problem-solving, 
challenges persist due to the traditional theoretical training model, which 
limits the effective transfer of learning. Based on these insights, the study 
suggested adopting a more continuous and practical training model to 
better support vocational educators, ultimately facilitating the efficacy of 
training and achieving meaningful classroom transformation.  
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1. Introduction 
The national in-service vocational teacher training program was fully 
implemented in 2011 as part of the National Teacher Training Project (MOE, 2010). 
Conducted annually, typically during the summer holiday, and lasting for two to 
four weeks, the program aims to promote educational reform and enhance the 
professional competencies of in-service teachers in vocational colleges across 
China (MOE, 2010; Zhao & Liu, 2022). The initiative is systematically 
implemented through structured training schedules, clear participant selection 
criteria, and sustained funding from both central and local governments, 
reinforcing its role in vocational teacher training nationwide. It includes policy 
support from the Ministry of Education, local government funding for the 
implementation and evaluation of programs, and the involvement of dedicated 
agencies to manage teacher development, training facilities, and trainer selection 
and training (Fu et al., 2021; MOE, 2012). In 2011, the Ministry of Education and 
the Ministry of Finance jointly issued the report: Opinions on Implementing the Plan 
for Improving the Quality of Vocational College Teachers, marking the official launch 
of this systematic training program and laying an institutional foundation for 
vocational teacher training in China (MOE, 2011; Yang et al., 2022). Between 2012 
and 2022, government investment in the program steadily increased, financing 
substantial financial and human resources, demonstrating a long-term 
commitment to vocational teacher development (Liu et al., 2016; Zhao & Liu, 2022). 
 
However, despite strong financial and institutional support, concerns persist 
regarding the program’s effectiveness, as there is still debate about its actual 
impact on vocational educators. Some studies suggest a misalignment between 
policy objectives and practical outcomes, particularly in areas such as content 
relevance, teaching methods, and the application of learned skills in real teaching 
contexts (Zhao & Liu, 2022). Experts have pointed out that while funding and 
structural support are in place, monitoring and evaluation mechanisms remain 
insufficient, leading to inconsistencies in the quality of programs across different 
regions (Fu et al., 2021). Additionally, research has highlighted challenges such as 
limited interaction between trainers and trainees, insufficient hands-on practice, 
and inadequate follow-up support after training sessions (Yang et al., 2022). These 
concerns necessitate a deeper examination of existing research to understand how 
the program can bridge the gap between policy intentions and actual 
improvements in vocational teaching practice. 

 
2. Literature Review 
Despite significant resources being allocated to the national in-service vocational 
teacher training program, concerns persist regarding its effectiveness. The 
existing literature reveals the discrepancy between the program’s intended goals 
and its actual outcomes. Studies have identified several challenges, including 
overly theoretical content, a heavy reliance on lecture-based instruction, and 
insufficient practical application (Fu et al., 2021; Loyalka et al., 2019; Yang, 2023). 
Liu et al. (2016) highlighted key deficiencies in the program’s design and 
implementation, such as a lack of alignment with teachers’ actual needs, 
insufficient consideration of diverse teaching backgrounds, low interactivity in 
lecture-based sessions, and inadequate follow-up support. These issues 
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underscore the need for more practical, targeted improvements to enhance the 
effectiveness of the training. 
 
Loyalka et al. (2019) compared China’s national in-service teacher training 
program with similar programs in other developing countries, primarily focusing 
on general in-service teacher training rather than addressing the specific 
requirements related to vocational education. As a result, while their study 
highlights the importance of follow-up mechanisms, it does not fully account for 
the specialized training required by vocational teachers. Similarly, Liu et al. (2016) 
reported that approximately 80% of teachers in China participate in in-service 
training, with national programs providing the most training hours, but the 
expected impact has not been fully realized due to an overemphasis on theoretical 
knowledge, lecture-based instruction, and weak evaluation mechanisms. 
 
Research on vocational teacher training reveals further concerns. Yang et al. (2022) 
and Yang (2023) identified multiple challenges, including the use of unqualified 
trainers, oversimplified evaluation tools, and a lack of practical relevance within 
the training content. These findings collectively suggest that national training 
programs should prioritize professional development, enhance training quality 
and efficiency, and improve evaluation mechanisms to better meet vocational 
educators’ needs (Li et al., 2023; Zhao & Liu; 2022). Fu et al. (2021) proposed 
establishing teacher learning communities and designing specialized training 
programs that align with teachers’ professional needs and regional development 
priorities, in order to address these shortcomings. While these studies identify key 
issues, they do not thoroughly examine the lived experiences of trainers and 
trainees; this missing information is crucial for understanding how vocational 
teachers perceive and apply the training they receive. 
 
Although previous studies have explored the structural and policy-related 
aspects of vocational teacher training, research on the lived experiences of trainers 
and trainees remains limited. Addressing this gap, this study aims to provide an 
in-depth qualitative examination of how trainers and trainees engage with, 
perceive, and apply the training in their professional practice. The research 
question that guided this study was: How do trainers and trainees experience and 
interpret the national in-service vocational teacher training? The questions for this 
study focused on the gap in the research; while the importance of in-service 
vocational teacher training has been widely recognized, and numerous 
quantitative studies have been conducted, there is a lack of in-depth qualitative 
research examining training experiences from the perspectives of both trainees 
and trainers. This study aimed to address this gap by providing a deeper 
understanding of how participants engage with, perceive, and apply the training 
in their professional practice, offering insights that could not be fully captured 
through quantitative analysis alone. 
 

3. Theoretical Framework 
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) emphasizes experience as central to 
learning, distinguishing it from other theories (Kolb et al., 2014). The theory posits 
that learning occurs through transforming experience, with knowledge created in 
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this process. ELT has also been widely applied in fields such as corporate training, 
healthcare education, and skill-based vocational training to enhance practical 
learning and professional development (Aithal & Mishra, 2024). Kolb’s theory 
highlights the idea that learning is a complete cycle and this realization offers 
comprehensive guidance for improving the design of vocational teacher training 
programs. Specifically, it provides critical insights into integrating practice, 
reflection, and theoretical application to enhance the effectiveness of training. The 
“experiential learning cycle” includes four stages: concrete experience, reflective 
observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Kolb et al., 
2014; McLeod, 2023). Given that vocational education itself is highly practice-
oriented, ELT’s emphasis on learning through experience aligns well with the 
nature of vocational teacher training, making it a particularly suitable framework 
for optimizing teacher engagement in in-service vocational teacher training and 
bridging the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application. 
 
Existing studies on in-service vocational teacher training predominantly focus on 
training models, effectiveness assessments, and competency development. 
However, there is a lack of exploration into how vocational teachers experience, 
internalize, and apply training content in their professional practice. Many studies 
assess the effectiveness of training quantitatively but fail to capture how teachers 
engage with and transform training knowledge into classroom practice. ELT 
addresses this gap by providing a structured framework to analyze how 
vocational teachers navigate the learning process and how training outcomes 
translate into pedagogical adaptation and professional growth. 
 
Thus, this study applies ELT as an analytical framework to examine how 
vocational teachers engage with national in-service vocational teacher training 
(Kolb et al., 2014). Through the lens of ELT, this study examines the progression 
of vocational teachers’ learning during training, following the four stages of 
experiential learning: 

• Concrete Experience: Teachers actively participate in in-service vocational 
teacher training, connecting new knowledge with prior teaching 
experiences, which serves as the foundation for deeper learning (Opfer & 
Pedder, 2011). 

• Reflective Observation: Teachers critically assess their training 
experiences, assessing their relevance, challenges, and implications. This 
study captures their reflections through interviews to understand how 
training shapes their teaching perspectives (Körkkö et al., 2016). 

• Abstract Conceptualization: Teachers integrate training insights into 
lesson planning, classroom management, and instructional strategies, 
adapting theoretical knowledge to practical applications (Moon, 2013). 

• Active Experimentation: Teachers implement and refine newly acquired 
knowledge and teaching methods in their daily teaching, continuously 
adjusting their practices. This study also examines the barriers and 
facilitators influencing the transfer of training knowledge to real-world 
teaching (Kennedy, 2014). 
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By applying ELT, this study provides a structured framework for understanding 
the learning experiences of vocational teachers and highlights the factors that 
influence the effectiveness of in-service vocational teacher training. The findings 
offer insights into how experiential learning enhances professional development 
and inform strategies to improve training programs. 
 

4. Methodology 

The Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) is a qualitative research 
method rooted in phenomenology and hermeneutics, focusing on exploring 
individuals’ lived experiences and the meanings they attribute to those 
experiences (Smith, 2017). IPA is widely used in educational research, particularly 
for analyzing teachers’ professional development and their reflections on training 
(Alase, 2017; Smith, 2017). This approach is effective in uncovering deep insights 
into how participants interpret and make sense of their training experiences. 
 
In this study, the IPA was used to analyze the national in-service teacher training 
program by focusing on the lived experiences of both trainers and trainees and 
interpreting the deeper meanings they attach to these experiences. This approach 
is particularly suited to this study because it enables an in-depth exploration of 
the personal perspectives of both trainers and trainees, which is central to 
understanding how they experience and interpret national in-service teacher 
training. By focusing on these individual experiences, IPA allows for a rich 
analysis of how trainers and trainees make sense of their roles, challenges, and 
learning processes within the training context. 
 
4.1 Setting 
This study focused on the 2022 national in-service vocational teacher training 
program. This involved the participation of teachers from College X. College X is 
a typical higher vocational college in Fujian Province, China. Every year, the 
college selects a number of teachers to participate in national in-service vocational 
teacher training. National in-service vocational teacher training takes place off-
campus. The participants for this study were all the teachers and trainers who 
directly participated in the national in-service vocational teacher training 
program in 2022. 
 
4.2 Sampling 
Purposive sampling was used to select the participants because it ensures the 
inclusion of individuals with specific qualities or experiences relevant to the 
study’s objectives, in this case those who have undergone national in-service 
vocational teacher training. This method is appropriate for qualitative research as 
it allows for the selection of participants who can provide in-depth insights into 
training experiences, rather than a random selection, which may include 
individuals with limited or irrelevant experience (Etikan et al., 2016). In this study, 
four trainers and four trainees were selected from a vocational college in Fujian 
Province. Four trainers were chosen for their direct involvement in conducting 
national in-service teacher training, while four trainees met the following criteria: 
1) they were from vocational College X in Fujian Province, and; 2) they had 
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participated in national in-service teacher training. This method ensured a 
focused and in-depth understanding of the topic. 
 
4.3 Participants  
Among eight participants in this study, four were trainers, and the remaining four 
were teachers who participated in the national in-service teacher training in 2022. 
To employ an ethical research standard, number codes were used for participants 
instead of names to ensure privacy and confidentiality and comply with ethical 
considerations (i.e., Trainee 1 is tagged as ME1, Trainer 1 as MO1). MO1–4 were 
the trainers for the national in-service teacher training. ME1–4 were the trainees 
for the national in-service teacher training. They were experienced Chinese 
teachers from College X.  
 
4.4 Data Collection 
In this study, three main methods of data collection were used: semi-structured 
interview, observation, and document analysis. The data were collected between 
October 1, 2022, and December 31, 2022 and they were focused on exploring the 
trainers’ and trainees’ experiences of national in-service vocational teacher 
training (see Table 1). Triangulation was used for cross-verification of data from 
multiple sources. This strengthened the reliability and validity of the data by 
offering a holistic view of the research subject (Denzin, 2012). Semi-structured 
interview questions were developed based on theoretical frameworks, previous 
studies, and the research objectives. The questions were designed to align with 
Kolb’s ELT to ensure their relevance to participants’ learning processes. 
Additionally, insights from previous research on national in-service vocational 
teacher training, as discussed by Liu et al. (2016), Yang et al. (2022), and Yang 
(2023) were incorporated. While these studies did not specifically address 
interview guide design, they highlighted key issues and challenges in in-service 
vocational teacher training that informed the development of targeted interview 
questions.  
 
Before conducting the main interviews, a pilot study was carried out to verify the 
suitability of these questions. Two trainers and two trainees, who provided 
informed consent, participated in this preliminary phase. Their feedback 
confirmed that the questions were both relevant and aligned with the research 
objectives, and the data collected supported the overall feasibility of the study. 
Since no modifications were required, the interview questions remained 
unchanged. Both pilot interviews took place in a private, uninterrupted setting. 
The participants involved in the pilot study were not included in the main 
research. 
 
All observations were undertaken in accordance with strict guidelines, and the 
information was recorded according to the observation checklist. The observation 
checklist was designed to systematically capture key aspects of the training 
activities, including teaching methods, participant engagement, and interactions 
between trainers and trainees. This ensured consistency and reliability in the data 
collection while providing accurate baseline data for subsequent analysis. 
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The documents analyzed included government policy documents on national in-
service vocational teacher training, training manuals, and other related materials. 
These documents provided insights into the structure, objectives, and content of 
the training programs. They helped in understanding the institutional framework 
and its implementation, and offered reliable data on how training was delivered 
to support effective evaluation and suggestions for improvement. 
 
To ensure content validity, the interview questions were developed based on a 
comprehensive review of the relevant literature and they were reviewed by 
experts in vocational education and phenomenological research (Almanasreh 
et al., 2019). Triangulation of data sources ensured reliability since it involved 
cross-verifying information obtained from interviews, observations, and 
documents. Data from interviews were compared with observational records to 
identify consistencies or discrepancies, while documents provided a contextual 
framework to validate the findings from both interviews and observations (Carter 
et al., 2014). This multi-method approach ensured a comprehensive and 
consistent understanding of the phenomena under study. In thematic analysis, 
recording and renaming play important roles in refining and ensuring the clarity 
and accuracy of the themes and categories identified during the analysis process 
(Rogers, 2018). 
 

Table 1: Research matrix 

Theoretical 
framework 

(ELT [Kolb et al., 
2014]) 

Research 
questions 

Source of data Data collection 
Interview 

questions for 
trainers 

Interview 
questions for 

trainees 

Concrete Experience 

(In this situation, 
learners acquire 
knowledge by 
observing, hearing 
about or reading 
about someone else’s 
experiences) 

 

RQ1: What is the 
lived experience 
of the trainers and 
trainees during 
the in-service 
vocational teacher 
training at the 
national, 
provincial, and 
on-campus levels 
in China? 

Trainers and 
trainees 
undertaking the 
in-service 
vocational teacher 
training 

1. Semi-
structured 
interview  

2. Observation 

3. Documents 

1. How would 
you describe 
your 
experiences of 
the national 
in-service 
vocational 
teacher 
training?  

 

1. How would 
you describe 
your 
experiences of 
the national 
in-service 
vocational 
teacher 
training? 

 

Reflective 
Observation 

(In this stage, learners 
will also try to place 
the experience 
alongside other 
previous experiences 
to look for patterns or 
notable differences) 

RQ2: What 
insights or new 
perspectives did 
the trainers and 
trainees gain 
through 
reflection? 

Trainers and 
trainees 
undertaking the 
in-service 
vocational teacher 
training 

1. Semi-
structured 
interview  

2. Observation 

3. Documents 

1. How did 
the training 
facilitate 
trainees’ 
reflection 
throughout 
the process? 

1. How did 
the training 
facilitate your 
reflection 
during 
training?  

2. What were 
you feeling 
during the 
reflection 
process? 
Explain and 
provide 
examples.  

3. What were 
you feeling 
during the 
reflection 
process? 
Explain and 
provide 
examples.  
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Abstract 
Conceptualization 

(In this stage, learners 
form new ideas or 
alter their current 
understanding based 
on the reflections 
arising from the 
previous stage) 

RQ3: What are the 
new ideas which 
the trainers and 
trainees perceive 
during the in-
service vocational 
teacher training at 
the national, 
provincial, and 
on-campus levels? 

Trainers and 
trainees 
undertaking the 
in-service 
vocational teacher 
training 

1. Semi-
structured  

interview  

2. Observation 

3. Documents 

1. What new 
insights did 
you gain from 
the experience 
of facilitating 
reflection with 
the trainees?  

 

1. What new 
insights did 
you learn from 
the experience 
of reflecting 
during the 
national in-
service 
vocational 
teacher 
training?  

2. What are 
the new ideas 
or skills which 
you learned in 
the national 
in-service 
vocational 
teacher 
training?  

Active 
Experimentation 

(In this stage, learners 
apply their new ideas 
to the world around 
them) 

RQ4: How do the 
trainees apply the 
new 
ideas/concepts in 
their teaching and 
learning? 

Trainers and 
trainees 
undertaking the 
in-service 
vocational teacher 
training 

1. Semi-
structured 
interview  

2. Observation 

3. Documents 

1. How do 
trainees apply 
the new ideas 
or skills in 
their teaching?  

1. How do you 
apply the new 
ideas or skills 
in your 
teaching?  

2. What other 
information 
would you 
like to share 
with me about 
your training 
experience? 

2. What other 
information 
would you 
like to share 
with me about 
your training 
experience? 

 
4.5 Data Analysis  
The data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) within a 
phenomenological framework to explore the participants’ lived experiences. 
Thematic analysis, which involves systematic coding and theme identification, 
was selected for its flexibility in capturing patterns of meaning while remaining 
grounded in participants’ subjective experiences. To enhance the validity and 
credibility of the findings, triangulation (Rogers, 2018) was employed, integrating 
data from interview transcripts, observation records, and government documents. 
The phenomenological lens ensured that the thematic analysis remained focused 
on how participants perceive and interpret their training experiences, rather than 
merely categorizing responses. This approach allowed for an in-depth exploration 
of the meaning-making processes, contextual influences, and emotional 
dimensions embedded in participants’ narratives. By structuring the data through 
thematic analysis while maintaining a phenomenological perspective, the study 
provided deeper insights into the participants’ perspectives and experiences. This 
understanding forms the basis for meaningful and context-specific 
recommendations for improvement. 
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5. Findings 
During the thematic analysis, the researcher triangulated the interview 
transcriptions to the observation records and documents as triangulation. Four 
themes and eight sub-themes emerged (see Table 2).  
 

Table 2: Themes, categories, and codes from the data analysis 

Themes Sub-themes Categories Codes 

Experience: 

Connecting to 
professional 
experiences 

 

Connect to 
expertise 

Knowledge “new concepts” 

“solved confusion” 

Skills “professional skills” 

“teaching methods” 

Connect work-
relative 
resources and 
experience 

Work-relative 
resources 

“lead school reform”  

“participate in the reform” 

Other 
experiences 

“Meet professional trainers” 

“Meet many peers”  

“Interaction” 

Reflection: 

Reflecting on 
learner-centered 
training influence 

Facilitate 
professional 
growth 

Enhance 
knowledge 
and skills 

 

“Enhancing our 
professional capabilities”  

“career development” 

“insights and inspiration” 

Reflecting on 
previous 
experiences 

“Reassess teaching 
strategies” 

“Addressed uncertainties” 

Resource 
integration 

Potential 
opportunity 

 

“Lead school reform” 
“participate in the reform”  

“leading school teaching 
reform”  

“Collaboration 
opportunities”  

“School recognition” 

Expanding 
networks 

“know more peers”  

“famous trainers” 

Generalization: 

Bridging theory 
and practical 
practice 

 

Transfer from 
theory to 
practice 

Theory-based 
course 

“mainly theory lecture” 

“like a theory lecture” 

Practical 
application 

 

“more practical course” 

“value the practicality” 

“solve practical difficulties” 

“little operating 
information” 

Applied 
learning 
strategies 

Practical 
learning 

“hands-on sessions” 

“real-life teaching 
guidance” 

Interactive 
learning 

“Peers learning” 

“group discussion”  

“interactive teaching” 
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Application: 

Integrated 
evaluation and 
ongoing support 
for training transfer 

Transfer-
focused 
evaluation 

Effective 
evaluation 

“scientific”  

“effective”  

“evaluation”  

“too formalistic” 

Focus on the 
training 
transfer 

“results-oriented” 

“classroom transfer” 

Continuous 
guidance 

Follow-up 
guidance 

“follow up guidance”  

“continuous”  

“one-time training is not 
enough” 

Guide the 
daily teaching 

“daily teaching”  

“solve practical problems”  

“real-life practice” 

 
5.1 Experience: Connecting to Professional Experiences 
During the national in-service vocational teacher training, participants felt more 
connected to knowledge and skills relevant to their profession and finished with 
a broader professional perspective compared to before the training. 
 
5.1.1 Connect to expertise 
Participants reported that the training programs offered relevant course content, 
such as “professional skills”, “teaching methods”, and “modern teaching 
technologies”. Four trainers (MO1–4) indicated that the primary goal of the 
training was to enhance the trainees’ knowledge and skills. For instance, Trainer 
4 stated that his course was dedicated to teaching the essential modern “ICT 
technologies”. 

“In the class, I primarily taught ICT technology, enabled trainees to learn 
ICT skills, and showed them how to use these technologies in their daily 
teaching.” (MO4) 

 
Similarly, trainees ME2, ME3, and ME4 respectively believed that the training 
provided them with teaching-related “knowledge” and “skills”. Trainee ME2 felt 
that the course content included a substantial amount of Chinese teaching 
material, primarily focusing on Chinese teaching content design and teaching 
strategies. ME4 also mentioned that the trainers were “experts in Chinese 
teaching”, and they demonstrated “a wealth of professional knowledge and skills 
related to Chinese teaching” in the training. 

“The course mainly covered knowledge and content related to Chinese 
teaching, such as the selection of classical Chinese teaching materials, the 
design of teaching standards, and examples of applying modern teaching 
technologies in the classroom ... trainers were all experts in Chinese 
teaching, and they demonstrated a wealth of professional knowledge and 
skills related to Chinese teaching in the training.” (ME4) 

 
The documents and observation records confirmed the responses from the 
national training participants. The national training manual specified that the 
curriculum was tailored to include theories and skills related to Chinese teaching. 
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Observation records also showed that “trainers typically explained the training 
objectives during sessions”, and “the course content consistently matches these 
objectives”. Trainers follow the predefined training goals and content in their 
instruction.  
 
5.1.2 Connect work-relative resources and experience 
In addition to knowledge and skills, participants’ reports highlighted the work-
related resources they encountered during the training. This training provided 
not only theoretical knowledge but also meaningful opportunities for 
communication between trainees and trainers, fostering peer learning and 
exposure to exemplary practices. Trainee ME3 noted that he gleaned a lot of 
details and key points about a national language teaching competition from a gold 
medalist who provided valuable insights. He recalled: 

“It is an opportunity to communicate with peers and famous trainers. 
This is excellent teacher training, so the ones who come should be very 
good teachers in language teaching, so they can exchange different 
practices of each school. I heard that there was a gold medal winner who 
participated in a national language teaching competition, and she gave us 
a lot of details and key points of the competition, which we found very 
useful.” (ME3) 

 
Similarly, trainees ME1, ME2 and ME4 all responded that during the training, 
they gained “an understanding of the dynamics of vocational education reform”, 
became familiar with “excellent case studies from different schools”, and 
benefited from “peers’ experiences”, such as “competition experience” and 
“research experience” among others. ME3 stated that informal interactions with 
trainers during breaks also provided learning opportunities, such as observing 
“trainers’ interpersonal skills” and learning from their “personal development 
experiences”. 
 
The researcher did not find any mention of specific training objectives or contents 
in the training manual related to enhancing communication or requiring schools 
to recognize training outcomes. However, the documents clearly states that the 
targeted participants are “experienced in-service teachers” in Chinese teaching 
from colleges across the country. This confirms the possibility of high-quality 
communication and collaboration occurring during the training. In addition, the 
national observation records included instances of communication between 
trainers and trainees. For example, according to one record: “During breaks, there 
was extensive communication between trainers and trainees. Trainees raised 
many specific questions, and the trainers addressed them one by one.”  
 
5.2 Reflection: Reflecting on Learner-Centered Training Outcomes 
In reflecting upon the experience, participants noted that they gained a deeper 
understanding of their expertise related to their professional and teaching 
practices. Additionally, the other work-related experiences encountered during 
the training were highly beneficial, contributing significantly to their professional 
advancement and career development. 
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5.2.1 Facilitate professional growth 
Participants affirmed that training is an important channel for teachers’ 
professional development. Trainers MO1, MO3, and MO4 mentioned that 
national-level training is the “highest level of in-service vocational teacher 
training”, which is meticulously designed and considered a “rare professional 
development opportunity for teachers”. All trainees appreciated and emphasized 
that it was a valuable opportunity to access professional and useful “knowledge” 
and “skills”. ME 1 mentioned that the training helped her enhance her 
professional abilities. ME3 considered that “teaching practices were improved”. 
ME4 mentioned that she learned “new skills”, and Trainee 2, whose response was 
very representative, believed that: 

“The training provided a unique opportunity to broaden professional 
perspectives, clarify teaching responsibilities, and enhance teaching 
abilities, thereby offering significant professional growth.” (ME1) 
 

5.2.2 Resource integration 
Trainers and trainees also mentioned that the training provided them with many 
career development supports beyond professional knowledge and skills. These 
developmental advantages included opportunities to engage in educational 
reforms, build a professional network with outstanding trainers and peers, and 
find solutions to work challenges they could not solve alone. For example, when 
reflecting on her feelings about the training experience, ME2 believed that: 

“In our daily work, we are often alone or working with a limited number 
of colleagues, making it difficult to have any intellectual sparks. However, 
coming here, I get to interact with many professional trainers and 
outstanding peers. We exchange teaching ideas and gain a lot of 
inspiration, which is something hard to come by in our regular 
work.” (ME2) 

 

Trainee ME3 believed that national-level in-service vocational teacher training 
allowed her “to gather the latest information on educational reforms”, while 
trainee ME4 felt that high-quality interactions were more appealing to her than 
acquiring specific knowledge; she said, ”the opportunity for meaningful 
communication attracts me even more.” 
 
According to the observation records, trainers emphasized the applicability of 
advanced theories and adjusted their explanations to clarify challenging points 
when confusion arose. As noted in one record, “When trainees appeared 
confused, the trainer elaborated on challenging points to ensure clarity.” 
Similarly, another record stated that “the trainer stimulated trainees’ thinking 
through questioning and examples” and adjusted the pace of the session based on 
feedback, creating a positive learning atmosphere.  

 

5.3 Generalization: Bridging Theory and Practical Application 
Following the training experience, participants began to integrate their reflections 
with their existing knowledge and other familiar contexts and experiences. 
Compared to their previous experiences, the new knowledge they gained was 
largely theoretical, lacking substantial practical application.  
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5.3.1 Theory-based course  
Both trainers and trainees recognized that the national in-service vocational 
teacher training was mainly “theory-based” training. This was reflected in the 
training content, which was mainly focused on theory. Trainees ME1, ME2 and 
ME3 all reported that the training content was “mainly theory lectures”. 

“The training courses are all theory-based ... the teaching methods are 
mainly theoretical lectures.” (ME3) 

 
Trainers MO1, MO2, and MO3 also mentioned that their training consisted of 
“theoretical courses” or “theory-based courses”. This suggests that the training 
may lack practical components, which could limit its effectiveness in preparing 
teachers to apply what they have learned in real-world teaching scenarios. The 
national training manual indicates that the national training involves “Expert 
lecture”, regardless of whether the courses were theory-related or skill-related, 
with class sizes exceeding 80 participants. 
 
5.3.2 Applied learning strategies 
In terms of teaching methods, trainees ME1, ME2 and ME3 and trainers MO1, 
MO2 and MO3 reported that the training was primarily delivered through a 
“direct instruction”, “teacher-centered” approach. Such traditional and 
theoretical teaching methods mean that new knowledge lacks practicality. This 
suggests that the training may fail to engage trainees in meaningful interactions 
or provide hands-on experiences, thus limiting their ability to apply new 
knowledge in real-world teaching contexts. ME2’s response supports this 
assertion, as follows: 

“they mainly teaching by themselves. There was very little interaction 
except for a few questions posed to the trainees and almost no practical, 
hands-on components.” (ME2) 

 

ME1 stated that “interactive and collaborative teaching strategies” are more 
effective, while ME3 suggested that teaching should focus more on “student-
centered” development.  
 
It is worth noting that MO4 stated that their training content was skills-based; 
however, both ME4 and MO4 reported that the course was still delivered through 
a direct-instruction approach. 

“Practicing and learning by doing is the best way to develop practical 
skills. Just listening to lectures or watching demonstrations isn’t enough 
to really grasp the practical skills. To make this class more effective, we 
should incorporate more hands-on activities and real-life 
practice.” (ME4) 

 

According to the training manuals, the courses were almost entirely delivered in 
the form of theoretical lectures lasting two to three hours. National-level training 
is often delivered to over 80 participants at a time. Observation records also 
showed that the teaching methods were mainly “direct instruction”. All four 
observation records indicated that the teaching approach is also “teacher-
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centered”, with “instructional methods primarily relying on direct instruction”, 
which supported the above responses.  

 
5.4 Application: Integrated Evaluation and Ongoing Support for Training 

Transfer 
During the phase of preparing to apply this new knowledge and skills, 
participants believed that both continuous support and evaluation were still 
necessary. They emphasized that the value of the training should not be limited 
to one-time sessions but should instead lie in the effective transfer and application 
of training. 
 
5.4.1 Transfer-focused evaluation 
All the trainees, when focusing on improving training evaluation, suggested that 
it should be transfer-based. ME3 felt that the current one-time training assessment 
was “too formalistic” and failed to effectively identify issues. ME1 suggested 
organizing “a more scientific and comprehensive evaluation method for training 
and trainees”, rather than “using the old-fashioned way of writing summaries and 
reflections to evaluate the learning effectiveness of trainees”.  

“I suggest that organizers have a more scientific and comprehensive 
evaluation method for training and trainees, rather than using the old-
fashioned way of writing summaries and reflections to evaluate the 
learning effectiveness of trainees. Through scientifically effective 
evaluation, the training evaluation can truly reflect the training situation 
and guide training improvement. Funds and manpower are allocated to 
improve training effectiveness.” (ME1) 

 
MO2 suggested that the evaluation of the training should focus on “classroom 
transfer” and should be “continuous”. 

“We need to ... [be] paying more attention to classroom transfer after 
training and continuous evaluation, because as a trainer in one-time 
class, it is difficult to complete the task of trainees’ teaching evaluation 
after the training, but I think it is also very important.” (MO2) 

 
Reference to the national training manual demonstrates that evaluation of the 
training process is not clearly defined in the documents provided by the 
government or organizers. The researcher believes that while this lack of clarity 
provides flexibility for organizers in practical operations, it also creates a potential 
risk that outdated and unscientific evaluation methods may be used. 
 
5.4.2 Continuous guidance 
Participants mentioned that the training should provide continuous and practical 
guidance to better help them to solve practical issues. Trainees ME2–4 reported 
that they hoped the training would provide “continuous” and “real-life” support. 
Trainee ME3’s response was also very representative: 

“When we return to our actual work, we have to deal with very specific, 
practical problems that are not always addressed by the theoretical 
content.” (ME3) 
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Trainers MO2 and MO4 stated that they felt that trainees would continue to 
encounter endless challenges when they returned to their real teaching 
environments. MO4 believed that skills-based courses must include “practical”, 
“hands-on sessions” to “effectively help trainees master the necessary skills”. 

“Practicing and learning by doing is the best way to develop practical 
skills. Just listening to lectures or watching demonstrations isn’t enough 
to really grasp the material. When returning to the classroom, teachers 
often face countless challenges. To make our sessions more effective, we 
should incorporate more hands-on activities and real-life practice.” (MO4) 

 
The national training manuals and observation records indicated that the training 
sessions are one-time events with no arrangement for follow-up practical 
guidance. The researcher believes this confirms the participants’ need for ongoing 
and practical daily teaching support. 
 

6. Discussion 
The findings indicated that national in-service vocational teacher training not only 
enhances teachers’ professional knowledge and skills but also provides valuable 
career development resources. The visible professional enhancements include 
knowledge acquisition, skill development, and attitude transformation, while 
career development resources encompass opportunities for educational research, 
policy reforms, professional networking, and academic collaborations.  
 
Traditional in-service vocational teacher training programs often emphasize the 
enhancement of explicit professional competencies (Raduan & Na, 2020). The 
training content covers areas such as policy interpretation, pedagogy, curriculum 
design, and information technology in education, providing teachers with a 
systematic learning experience. These enhancements effectively improve trainees’ 
professional competencies. For instance, training sessions on pedagogy introduce 
evidence-based teaching methods, while curriculum design workshops help 
teachers develop more structured and engaging lesson plans. Additionally, 
modules on information technology in education provide a hands-on experience 
with digital tools and platforms, enabling teachers to integrate technology into 
their classrooms effectively. 
 
However, Iqbal et al. (2020) suggest that career development resources may serve 
as stronger motivators for trainees to undertake training programs. While formal 
courses serve as the foundation of training, the informal exchange environment 
has emerged as a crucial driver of teachers’ professional development. During 
training, a large number of teachers from different institutions and the same 
professional fields come together, engaging in peer discussions, sharing 
experiences, and participating in academic dialogues. these often lead to learning 
outcomes that go beyond the formal curriculum. Unlike predefined course 
objectives, these career-related opportunities arise organically through 
collaborative discussions, sharing experiences of teaching competitions, and 
informal networking. Such interactions not only enhance teachers’ practical 
abilities but also strengthen professional networks, creating further career 
advancement opportunities. 
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According to Guskey (2021), teacher development is a multifaceted and ongoing 
process. Guskey’s researches indicate that teachers are motivated by 
opportunities for collaboration, participation in reforms, and networking, 
alongside resources that offer continuous development potential. These factors 
often outweigh the mere acquisition of knowledge or skills, as modern avenues 
for learning are numerous and accessible. This redefined perspective on 
professional development suggests that teacher training programs should aim to 
provide continuous developmental opportunities and resources that align with 
teachers’ career aspirations and support their engagement with broader 
educational reforms (Iqbal et al., 2020). 
 
Additionally, with the advancement of technology, the barriers to acquiring 
knowledge and skills have significantly diminished, meaning that various 
learning and development resources are widely accessible (Schmidt & Tang, 2020). 
In in-service vocational teacher training, what genuinely attracts trainees are the 
scarce developmental resources that can only be accessed through active 
participation in a training program (Smith & Gillespie, 2023). These resources, 
essential for the professional growth of trainees, serve as a critical source of 
motivation, often surpassing the pursuit of knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
(Guskey, 2002). The findings have shown that the availability of such exclusive 
development opportunities fosters greater engagement and motivation among 
trainees, contributing to more effective training outcomes. 
 
The findings further reveal that the current implementation of training remains 
predominantly theory-based, relying on teacher-centered lectures as the primary 
method of instruction. While this theoretical approach supports foundational 
knowledge, it fails to address trainees’ practical needs, leading to inefficiencies in 
training transfer. As a result, the overall impact of training on classroom 
performance remains limited. The implementation of training in in-service 
vocational teacher training has long been predominantly theoretical in China, 
with traditional direct instruction being the main method of delivery (Yang, 2023). 
This approach results in several difficulties, such as limited engagement, minimal 
practical application, and a lack of innovation. 
 
However, this study finds that these challenges have not been effectively 
addressed in practice. One key constraint is the strict regulatory framework 
governing vocational teacher training (Darling-Hammond & Snyder, 2000). The 
national training manual mandates requirements such as training facilities, 
schedules, objectives, and participant numbers, ensuring compliance but 
restricting flexibility in adopting practical courses or alternative teaching methods 

（MOE， 2022）. 
 
Practical training is often perceived as less cost-effective than theoretical 
instruction, as it demands additional resources, including specialized equipment, 
materials, and trainers with extensive hands-on experience (Lothridge et al., 2013). 
Moreover, practical sessions require extended teaching and practice periods, 
which may not align with the constrained schedules of vocational teacher training 
programs (Ginja & Chen, 2020). Consequently, many training organizers favor 
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theoretical instruction, which can accommodate more trainees while meeting the 
program’s objectives with fewer logistical challenges.  
 
Furthermore, the rigid roles currently characteristic of trainers and trainees 
discourage pedagogical innovation, as trainers are not held accountable for how 
training translates into actual classroom teaching (Sivarajah et al., 2019). Even 
those interested in innovation may hesitate due to potential risks. Modern 
teaching approaches, emphasizing knowledge preparation, the integration of 
technology, and interactive learning, present additional hurdles. These methods 
require significant adjustments to training resources, instructional materials, and 
evaluation frameworks and such actions would increase the costs and complicate 
implementation of the programs (Nurutdinova et al., 2016). These programs 
frequently emphasize course completion as a metric for certification rather than 
focusing on performance or the application of acquired skills (Subrahmanyam, 
2020). 
 
In addition, in-service vocational teacher training is essentially a form of 
professional training, whereby the ultimate goal and lasting value lie in the 
successful transfer of training (Iqbal et al., 2020). This means improving teachers’ 
classroom performance and, ultimately, enhancing the overall quality of 
vocational education (Miao et al., 2019). The findings indicate that training 
transfer is highly valued by both trainers and trainees; however, it remains a 
relatively weak link in actual practice. The long-standing focus of in-service 
vocational teacher training on knowledge and skills acquisition, particularly on 
the learning outcomes of trainees, often results in the efficiency of transferring 
training into the classroom being overlooked (Blömeke & Kaiser, 2017). This 
transfer inefficiency is not adequately considered in the design and evaluation 
processes by training organizers, which is a deep-seated reason for the negative 
evaluations that such training programs often receive (Blanchard & Thacker, 
2023). Training transfer in in-service vocational teacher training is essential for 
enhancing the effectiveness of teaching, maximizing return on investment, and 
promoting continuous professional development. Without effective transfer, the 
knowledge and skills gained during training remain theoretical, limiting their 
impact on classroom practices and student outcomes (Forlin & Sin, 2017). 
Vocational teachers often struggle to integrate new teaching methods into their 
daily practice, leading to minimal improvements in student engagement 
(Schleicher, 2016). Furthermore, a lack of transfer undermines the significant 
financial and time investments made by educational institutions and 
governments in these programs (Riddell & Niño-Zarazúa, 2016). According to 
Yang (2023), in-service vocational teacher training often faces challenges due to 
inadequate support from peers and supervisors, resulting in missed opportunities 
for applying newly acquired skills. This failure to transfer training not only limits 
the effectiveness of the training but also hinders the continuous professional 
development of trainees, which is critical in vocational education (Miao et al., 
2019). Therefore, to ensure that vocational teacher training achieves its objectives, 
institutions should focus on creating a transfer-based training model. 
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Therefore, vocational teacher training should adopt a practice-oriented model, 
integrating real-life teaching, simulated teaching, and problem-solving learning 
to improve skill retention among trainees and instructional effectiveness 
(Cordingley, 2015). Structured feedback mechanisms could further support real-
time improvements in teaching strategies. Post-training support, including peer 
mentoring, professional learning communities, and follow-up workshops, could 
reinforce the practical application of training and sustained growth among 
trainees (Kraft et al., 2018). Additionally, shifting assessments from knowledge 
tests to performance-based evaluations could ensure the effectiveness of training 
by measuring real classroom implementation (Gallardo, 2020). In addition, 
institutional support is crucial for long-term impact. Schools should align training 
with teaching standards, encourage classroom observations, and provide targeted 
guidance to ensure training translates into practice (Schleicher, 2016). These 
measures would strengthen the overall effectiveness of training and improve the 
quality of vocational education. 
 

7. Conclusion 
This study has explored the experiences of trainers and trainees in the national in-
service vocational teacher training program. The findings have highlighted the 
role of the training as a catalyst for professional growth, enhancing trainees’ 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes while providing career opportunities like 
educational research, participation in educational reform, and networking. 
However, the training’s traditional, theory-based model has failed to address the 
practical needs of trainees, relying on lectures and theoretical instruction. This 
limits its effectiveness in real-world teaching applications and professional 
growth. The study calls for revolutionizing the model by introducing a 
continuous-practical training framework rooted in experiential learning. This 
approach would bridge the gap between theory and practice, focusing on resource 
building, problem-solving, and key stages of learning to ensure sustained 
professional development. 
 
Based on the findings, this study points to a recommendation for a practice model 
applying ELT to in-service teacher training. This model highlights four key stages 
of the training process and offers practical guidance tailored to vocational 
teachers, addressing their specific needs and promoting the effective transfer of 
training.  
 
While this phenomenological study provides valuable insights, it also has 
limitations. The use of a small, non-random sample restricts the ability to 
generalize the findings to a national scale. Moreover, phenomenological research, 
with its focus on subjective experiences, is challenging to replicate and may not 
fully capture broader trends or diverse contexts. Future research should be 
expanded in scope by exploring in-service teacher training across multiple 
regions, incorporating larger and more diverse samples, and integrating 
complementary methods to enhance the study’s generalizability and depth. 
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8. Recommendations 
Based on the research findings and an analysis of the limitations in current 
national in-service teacher training, the researcher proposes key components to 
enhance its effectiveness. These four components are grounded in the feedback 
provided by the study participants, reflecting their perspectives on an ideal 
training program and aiming to improve the practical outcomes of the training. 
To illustrate these four components, a best practice model for in-service vocational 
teacher training in China is presented in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Model of best practice for in-service vocational teacher training 
 

8.1 Experience-Based: Grounding Training Content in Teachers’ Work 
This component emphasized designing training content closely aligned with 
teachers’ daily work and actual teaching scenarios. Such an approach enhances 
the relevance of the training content for their everyday professional activities 
(Munna & Kalam, 2021). Notably, the training content should not only cover 
knowledge and skills, but should also address participants’ expectations for 
potential career development resources. All of these elements should be taken into 
consideration and offered, either formally or informally, within the training 
arrangements. This, in turn, prepares them for subsequent reflection and 
abstraction, leading to a deeper understanding of how these learnings apply to 
their teaching practice. 
 
8.2 Reflection-Supportive: Enhancing Development by Bridging Experience 

Gaps 
This section aimed to bridge the gap between trainees’ existing experiences and 
their new learning, ensuring that their developmental needs are met. It 
emphasized the importance of building upon work-related experiences while 
paying close attention to teachers’ actual developmental requirements, thereby 
supporting their reflective processes. Through reflective activities such as 
discussions, case analyses, and sharing sessions, teachers can address the 
shortcomings of their previous experiences and be guided toward actively 
examining their own needs. The goal is to ensure that the training content closely 
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aligns with teachers’ specific developmental needs, providing the essential 
elements they previously lacked and ultimately fostering substantive professional 
growth (Körkkö et al., 2016). 
 
8.3 Practice-Oriented: Bridging Abstract Concepts with Practical Applications 
This section underscored the importance of transforming theoretical knowledge 
into practical applications. By incorporating hands-on activities, project-based 

learning, peer-learning activities，and real-world simulations in the training, 
participants are able to test and internalize new skills and knowledge, making 
them more relevant and applicable to their work (Lopes & Pereira, 2012; Jia et al., 
2023). This practice-oriented approach ensures that the training content is not only 
conceptually understood but also practically applied, thus improving its 
usefulness in real teaching scenarios (Resch & Schrittesser, 2023). 
 
8.4 Continuously Engaged: Promoting Active Experimentation and Monitoring 

Post-Training Practice 
This section highlights the importance of encouraging trainees to actively 
experiment with new ideas and methods in their post-training practice. Follow-
up mechanisms should be in place to monitor their progress and provide ongoing 
support as they apply what they have learned in real teaching situations. 
Continuous engagement in active experimentation fosters sustained development 
and allows for the refinement of teaching practices, ensuring the long-term 
success of the training program. To better assess the practical impact of training, 
it is crucial to strengthen post-training monitoring and evaluation (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2020). Implementing formative assessments, rather than relying 
on one-time evaluations, would provide more continuous feedback on trainees’ 
progress (Yan et al., 2021). Additionally, incorporating third-party evaluations 
and including teacher performance as part of the assessment criteria could offer 
more objective insights into the effectiveness of the training (Little et al., 2009). 
This approach would ensure that the real-world impact of the training is 
comprehensively evaluated, leading to more targeted improvements in teaching 
practices. 
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