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WHAT'S RIGHT AND WHAT'S WLONG

WITH VOCATIONAL EDUCATION?

The central issue in the design of education
is the student and his learning, not the

teacher and his teaching-.

Vocational education is outside, almost isolated from,
the mainstream of American schooling. This fact works to
the detriment of students enrolied in vocational education
as well as those in the college-oriented and "general course"
mainstream.

As outsiders, vocational education students tend to reject
study of "mainstceam' subject material, chiefly language and
computation skills, which often are as necessary to vocational
success as to college acceptance. Also, these students are
often rejected by teachers of academic subjects, reinforcing
the tension between ''voc-ed' students and écademic learning.

. The iaferior status of the vocational education student is
formalized at the end of‘his schooling when he earns a
diploma generally regarded as third class. (First-class
status, of course, belongs to the academic diploma of the

college~bound student. Secondary standing goes to graduates

of a "general" course who, although not qualifying for the

better colleges, at least have not been tainted by an




-2 -
emphasis on "practical work.")

Vocational students, of course, are required to complete
courses in English, mathematics, science, and sccial studies
which are generally planned by college-minded teachers with
college-bound students in mind. While the subject matter is
often highly relevant to the study of trade and industrial
skills, the instruction of it is artificially fragmented into
subject disciplines, thus obscuring its relevance. There is
little effort to relate subject matter to day-by-day applications
in vocational workshops. The enormous creative effort required
to make these studies relevant is not likely to be taken on his
own by the student, whose choice of a workshop education is
itself a signal that the student is not highly inclined toward
abstract relationships.

As the vocational education student is thus shortchanged,
so are his higher-status schoolmates. Equipped as college-
minded youngsters may be in the peculiar art of mastering
symbols and abstractions, their rigid program requirements
forbid them, even if they want to, from engaging deeply in the
real-life activities of operating machines, drawing practical
plans, working with their hands, making things.

Thus, the symbols they study (whether in literature or
mathematical formulae) move increasingly away from the real
things they symbolize. These students, too, are headed for

vocations, but one would hardly know it from their studies.
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It is no surprise, therefore, that students who are most
apt and skilled at the work of study are often most puzzled
about their future places in the world of work.

Clearly, a‘new definition of vocational education must
be constructed, If all students, one way Or another, are
headed for a world of work, the new concept of vocational
education must serve them aIl., If mathematics is as necessary
to the machine-shop operator as it is to the nuclear engineer
and economic analyst, ways.of teaching it must be found to
serve them all, Similarly, for English and the sciences and,
yes, social studies.

These observations, hardly new, lead inevitably to a

need for wider consideration of comprehensive schooling, in

which doing of the practical and learning of the abstract
intertwine and serve each other. They also lead to examining
the merits of enabling students, whether college-bound or
job-bound, to mix more freely their choice of academic courses
now considered academic with those now considered vocational
ones. They lead to the need for revising lesson plans to make
now-discrete subjects (math, science, English, etc.) more
related and interdependent on a day-to-day basis, a revision
known as the "organic curriculum." Finally, they lead to
consideration of granting a single class of diploma to all

high-school graduates.
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Other than some preliminary solutiomns, answers do not appear
to lie chiefly in administrative change of vocational educztion
or of the whole high school. Changes in veocational education --
for all -~ must be sought in further study of learning -- individual
needs for and individual styles of learning; appropriate ages for
certain kiads of learning; new kinds of tools for learning; more
precise specifications of goals for learning. Such considerations
have been largely lacking in much of the rising concern for the
directions of vocational education.

Criticism of vocational education has recently risen.

The new popularity of denouncing vocational education is already
obscuring what may truly be wrong with it arnd what may be done to
correct it.

One conclusion to which many are already persuaded is that
the quality of existing vocational education is generally poor.
That is not true. A massive study recently completed by Jacob J.
Kaufman and others ("The Role of the Secondary Schools in the
Preparation of Youth for Employment," Institute for Research
on Human Resources, Pennsylvania State University, February 1967),
which is highly critical of many shortcomings of vocational
education, concluded: "Generally speaking, the trade and industrial
programs were good. When all available data were analyzed, the
strengths outnumbered the weaknesses, regardless of community

size...,The instructional staffs were generally good as were the
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instructional programs, physical facilities, and hardware.’

A more recent report of the Advisory Council on Vocational
Education, also severely critical, gave support to the same
general conclusion.

Another increasingly popular belief is that vocatiomal
education is a "dumping ground” for slow, unambitious or un-
disciplined students., This, too, appears untrue. The Kaufman
study shows that fewer than five percent of vocational
education students reported "outside pressure" from school
administrators or parents as the reason for their choice.

More than two-thirds of vocational graduates —- those presumably
using their skills in the marketplace -~ reported that they
would advise other young people like themselves to choose a
vocational curriculum., These findings, writes Kaufman, "do

not support the often-heard charge that vocational education

at the secondary-school level provides a 'dumping ground'

for less able students." But he adds, "Neither do these
findings substantiate the charge of administrative direction

of selected students into the vocational curriculum.”

Still another frequent charge (growing as popular as
it is vague) is that vocational education administrators are
too ineffective, lowly placed, or disrespected to persuade
top-level administrators about the need for change. While

this may sometimes be true, it appears to miss the point,

which is that neither the top-level administrators nor
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vocational education administrators have widely re-examined the
process of learning for all children and how that process may best
contribute to preparation for the real world of decisions and real
jobs and professions.

The great failures of vocational education are that its
definition is too limited, its point of entry too late and its
standard of admission too high.

Vocational education is usually regarded as an isolated
grouping of specific cou;ses to teach specific skills, chiefly
trade and industrial. These may include auto repair, machine-
shop practice, welding, electrical work, electronic assembly
and maintenance, data processing, refrigeration and farm technology;
courses chiefly for women include office skills, beauty culture,
hospital technical work and home economics.,

What should vocational education be? The Advisory Council
on Vocational Education, in its 1968 report to the Secretary
of Health, Education and Welfare, declares, "Any occupation
which contributes to the good of society is a fit subject for

" Marvin Feldman of the Ford Foundation

vocational education.
says, "My thesis is that vocational education is not a separate
discipline and cannot be treated in the same way we approach
rathematics, English, or the physical sciences. It is, rather,
an approach to the disciplines and learning process which,

properly used, could reconstruct the American educational system

for greater relevance or general education and a renascence of
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liberal-arts studies....A good first step is to redefine vocational
education at least in part as that aspect of an educational experience
which helps a person discover, define, and refine his talents, and
to use them in working toward a career. This definition sees
vocational education embracing, but not confined to, development of
manual skills; it sees such skills used not merely to prepare for
tasks, but as alternatives or supplements to verbal skills in the
entire learning process. The definition requires, regardless of the
educational level, an opportunity to learn and demonstrate learning
in non-verbal weys, learning the relation between the educational
program and the purpose and nature of work, developing a faculty for
continuing growth, and the ability to work with, not merely along-
side, others."

Before making a closer examination of wayé to make vocational
education more successful, it is worthwhile to lock more deeply
into the nature of its shortcomings. As David S. Bushnell and
Robert M. Morgan of the U. S. Office of Education Bureau of
Research pointed out in 1966:

"It is true that we are educating more of our young people
than any other nation--but for what?

",et's take a look at the 1944 baby crop. This is the group
that made up the high-school class of 1962 and last year's class
of college graduates. Nineteen percent left school before the
eleventh grade; 30 percent didn't finish high school. Thirty-five

percent entered college but only 20 percent graduated with a
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bachelor's degree. Thus, eight out of ten of these students were
candidates for jobs requiring less than a college degree.
"Yet only one of these eight received any kind of occupational

training in the public schools!"

Writing in the Southern Education Report, Clayton Braddock placed
this argument in a néw perspective:

"If sight cut of every ten fighting mer who poured on to the
Normandy beachheads in World War II had spent their training time
studying European history and culture instead of learning how to
fire the M~1 rifle, the public and congressional clamor would have
been deafening. A similar -- but very real —- situation in American
education today is causing little widespread concern.

"0f every ten children in grade school in the United States
today, four will continue their education beyond high school.

Only two of these -- a scant 20 percent of the American school
populaticn -- will go on to complete four years of college. Yet
about 75 percent of what the nation's youth study all through
school is aimed, in effect, at preparation for college.”

Even the preparation of the college-bound yoﬁngster is falsely
glamorized. We assume that such a student is somehow automatically
set up for life. It is true that over the long run he is not likely
to face a severe problem of self-support. Almost any youngster
with the literacy skill to enter a post-secondary school will
eventually find his way to a job, probsbly a fairly good one, whether

he finishes college or not. But he may travel a winding, rocky,
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painfully soul-scarching road on the way. As any parent knows,
many a youngster enters -- even completes ~- college without having
the vaguest nction of how he will work his way through life. Too
often, school did too little to prepare him for elementary decisions
for directing his individual inclinatioms toward a cureer, The longer
a student stays in school, the more likely he will find -- through
shee r age and life experience —- personal ways of overcoming this
defiéiency. On the other hand, the lower a student stands on the
academic scale, the more likely he will suffer from the neglect
¢f his individual development. As Kaufman et al observed:

"Probably the most serious problem facing education in

general today is to provide an educational system which ac-
knowledges the existence of irndividual differences among our
youth and which creates adequate facilities and programs to meet
these differences ,,,.A very large proportion of students do not
have the intellectual prerequisites, aptitudes or interests for
an academic education. Nor do vocational education programs -—-=
because of requirements —- meet the needs of these students.
Therefore, a large number of students find themselves enrolled in
the 'general curriculum.' In most instances, this is not a
curriculum but, for beys especially, simply a combination of low-
level academic and industrial arts programs. Probably one-third
to one-half of the students in secondary schools fall into this

catagory.
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"Most educators would admit that even if present vocational

programs were expanded to the fullest, there would remain a sizable

percentage of young people who would still not be served. Included

among these young people would be some for whom present programs have
no inherent interest, others who cannot decide what type of program
they wish to take, still others who do not wish to commit themselves
to a certain type of training, some who see little opportunity for
themselves even after completing these programs, and many others

who are excluded or who exclude themselves for a variety of other

reasons. Most of these students either leave school hefore

graduatior. or continue on in the general curriculum.”
It clearly follows that the great academic "dumping g-ound" is
not vocational education but the general curriculum.

The sorely-needed shift in the concept of vocational education

* began -- at least in the intent of Congress -- with the passage of

the Vocational Education Act of 1963. It represented the first

fundamental change in attitude toward vocational education since

the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917. It vastly broadened and loosened the

boundaries of defining vocational education.

The Smith-Hughes Act grew out of demards of an economy just
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reaching industrial maturity. Along with subsidizing training for
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farm skills, it aimed at urbanizing and training a relatively small

cadre of skilled workers to lead a factory system of large numbers
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of unskilled workers. Its primary concern was the labor market, not

¢
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the laboring man.
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As America moved gradually, during half a century, from a factory

system to one of advanced technology and wide spread personal services,
a vast change took place not only ir the needs of the labor market

but in the lives of people. Families moved in great waves from farm
to city. The extended family unit of the farm was compressed in the
city to the primary unit of husband, wife and children. Introduction
of children to the world of work was no longer a natural, gradual
process of boys working at their fathers' sides, daughters by their
mothers. Work became less generalized, more specialized. The
possibility of a child becoming acquainted with new specialized

industrial tasks became increasingly difficult.

On the farm, entrance into the working life had been gradual.

In industry, it became sudden. A student toting schoolbooks yesterday
is suddenly today a worker carrying tools; yesterday a dependent,

adult-dominated child, today, a self-supporting, decision-making

DLOR A B R i

man. In the past this change took place imperceptibly; today
1 change in the Jirfe of the modern youngster is violent, without

preparation, often disorienting.

Meanvhile a parallel change, equally profound in its effect

g on the young, has emerged. The idea of universal, protracted
i schooling -- in reading, writing and mathematics as well as history
and the sciences -- has rapidly spread. With this spread came a

dramatic rise in the professionalization of teachers. As schooling

became a specialized world of its own, simultaneous with the
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increased specialization of industrial work, schoolwork began losing
its integral connection with the working world of adults. Work for
its own sake, of which children had had perhaps too much, became
replaced by study of words for their own sake. Children who no
louger milked cows now struggled over reading about three little
pigs, a new, abstract task at which some failed. The geometry of
plowing a field was replaced by pencil-and-paper theorems, which

some never quite wnastered. Tte storekee er's son, who once totaled
b}

grocery lists and delivered packages, today lives in a suburb; he seldom

sees his father's stére and is lucky if Dad helps him with his homework
in new math which neither may fully understand.

Abstract learning, instead of being drawn from coacrete
experience, has virtuelly replaced it. Children of both inner city
and suburb > both headed for symbol-manipulating adult worlds may be
equally deprived of the early sensory, concrete experiences that
expliain the symbols they are expectad tc learn. Adults who understand
the connection between pencil marking and manual work impose one
to the exclusion of the other, often failing to convey the connection
to the young. The world of work and the world of words have become
dis=ngaged.

What has really happened is a shift from "learning by doing" to
"learning by preparation," The more teachers instruct, the more
children wonder, "preparation for what?" This unconscious, but not
unsophisticated question, underlies the alienation of the poverty-

rd

ghetto youngster who seldom sees his father go to work, the suburban
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“hippie" who has little conception of what his father does when he
goes, and the perpetual student who piles post-graduate seminar
upon seminar, unable to commit himself to beginning the mysteries
of a career.

The Vocational Education Act of 1963 enables at least a
beginning to a reexamination of the role of school as preparation
for lives of work by substantially increasing funds for charting
new directions. The réal impact of this Act in jmproving vistas
for students will be determined by what local educators do.

One noteworthy effort by local educators is the establishment
of a nationsal "network" of experiment-minded schools callea ES-70
(Educational System for the 1970's). The project has been stimulated
and financed by the Division of Adult and Vocational Research of
the U. S. Office of Education. The local expériments are not neces-
sarily directed at vocational education in the old sense, but at
the larger aim of making education more relevant to the realities
of a student's future. They involve students at a. levels,
kindergarten through 12th grade; reducing the artificial separation
of subject material (English, math, science, etc.) and weaving it
all into an ‘“‘organic curriculum" reflecting real-world uses of
knowledge; emphasis on learning by performance of practical tasks
with manipulative and technological learning aids; assignment of
work and testing in accordance with performance objectives, with
considerable emphasis on self-directed study; reassessing and
revising the roles of teachers, technology and architecture for

enhancing maximal learning.
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Harmonious with the aims of ES-70's school-wide experiments
and research, Marvin Feldman outlines the eloments of an "organic
curriculum” for improving the vocational aspects of education:

"An effective occupational and vocational education program
would beg;p in the elementary school, where youngsters would be
introduced to the concept of choice between achievement through

verbal or abstract perfo.mance, and achievement through manipulation

and demonstration with real objects. Both processes would be designed

to achieve the same learning goals. Each unit of work in the language

arts, for example, would begin with the self-directed experience in
building something or in a simulated work setting, and youngsters

at varying levels of readiness would be provided with achievement

goals to match. Eventually all would have to verbalize or demonstrate

what they have learned —- but: in different ways, at different times,
each in accord with his own abilities and talent.

"Furthermore, we can no longer pretend that it is possible to
do an effective mass educationai job in a single classroom, or from
the viewpoint of a number of unrelated disciplines. Education is
really not a series of separate little containers of knowledge,
though we end to act as if it were and thereby to establish further
barriers to effective learning. A vocaticnal objective, however,
could be the vehicle to bring the‘containers together, to allow each
student to see education in an action setting and to provide more

flexible paths toward its attainment.
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"A prominent feature of elementary education would be con-
tinuing discussion of how man uses work to support himself, how
the major types of occupation use knowledge, and of the fact that

not all productivity is verbal. No effort should be spared to

3 —~ PO 2 A2 an o ~ 3
vy develop appreciation and respect for the varying talent of the

individual, on the part of tne pupil as well as of the school

system. A major objective of elementary education should be to

seek out the talent in each and show its relationship to the world . ]
of work.

"In the junior- and comprehensive high-school teaching program,
academic teachers would be teamed with vocational teachers representing
laboratory, shop, and similar settings. They would arrange their
teaching in a coordinated curriculum, each to reinforce the other
and the subject matter.

"The comprehensive program also would provide a new kind of
inanstrial-arts course to be taken by ali male students in junior
high schonl. This would provide the basic maniwulative skills
needed in the high-school sequence, and would provide additional
training in the use of demonstration as an alternative to verbal
performance.”

In the course of preparing this booklet, investigators examined
existing research and significant recommendations; they also visited
& a number of innovative projects in a search for promising new
directions. From these projects, three have been selected for

detailed case description here as representative of major new thrusts

-
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in improving and broadening vocational education. One is a preject
involving small children (¥-6) and che broad -ducational benefits
acquired through intimate involvement with tools and the m%n—made
environment of construction, printing, electricity, etc. This
project also involves a major teacher-training component. Another
case study is that of middle-school students in a learning environment
of self-directed study guided by performance objectives. A third
is an example of high-school students, who might otherwise become
dropouts, fruitfully involved in learning a useful occupation not
requiring great technical skill or academic aptitude; mass food
preparation aud managerial services in the hospitality iadustry.

Over and above the preparation of these specific case studies,
the investigators preparing this booklet have arrived at a conviction
that the field of vocational education needs to renew itself
according to the following priorities:

1. Implementing the chief recommendations of the Panel of
Consultants on Vocational Fducation appointed by President John
F. Kennedy in January 1961, which led to the Act of 1963. These
recommendations were forcefully endorsed by the Advisory Council on
Vocational Education in its 1968 Report: "Of all the Panel's
recommendations, two conceptual changes were most important. The
first was the concept that vocational education must be redirected
from training in a few selected occupational categories to preparing
all groups of the community for their place in the world of work,
regardless of occupation. Secondly, the Panel insisted that

vocational education must become responsive to the urgent needs of
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persons with special difficulties preventing them from succeeding

in a regular vocational program."

Regarding the second concept,
the 1963 law permits use of federal funds for the first time for
"persons who have academic, socio-economic or other handiéaps that
prevent them from succeeding in the regular vocational education
preogram.'

2. Also as recommended by the Advisory Council: "Occupational
preparation should begin in the elementary schools with a realistic
picture of the world of work. Its fundamental purpcses should be to
familiarize the student with his world and to provide him with the
intellectual tools and rational habits of thought to play a satisfying
role in it....In junior high school, economic orientation and
occupational preparation should reach a more sophisticated stage with
study by all students of the economic¢ and industrial system by which
goods and services are produced and distributed. The objective should
be exposure to the full range of occupational choices which will be
available at a later point and full knowledge of the relative
advantages and the requirements of each....Occupational preparation
should become more specific in the high school, though preparation
should not be limited tc a specific occupation.”

' in which a dominant

3. Shifting in emphasis from '"teaching,’
adult makes a "series of external demands upon children for extermally

desired responses'*, to learning, in which a student interacts directly

* "Oon the Role of the Teacher," Educational Policies Commission,
National Education Association, 1967. This short booklet is a
useful amplification of the distinction made here between teaching
and learning.
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and intimately with things and people and learns to generalize --
create his own knowledge -~ from these experiences. What a child
who is constantly '"taught" may most effectively learn are ways of
resisting, escaping, rebelling against or faking his way through
the absorption of a teacher's external demands. This is especially
true of the student who does not feel in tune with the college-
dominated aura of most public schools. On the other hand, the
student who is skillfully and respectfully guided by a teacher into
experiencing his own senses, satisfaction of making things with his
own hands and mind, risking his own initiative and learning from its
results, feeling an increasing control over his own education and
growth, and, perhaps most of all, knowing the relationship between the
physical world about him and the abstract symbols of knowledge --
that student hardly has reason ever to tune out, "turn off" and drop out.

4. Development of whole new curriculum approaches that enable
2 student to transform his personal experience into useful knowledge,
with an emphasis on measuring his progress through the attaimment
of performance objectives. This would shift the measurement of
educational effectiveness from "input" to "output.'" Recent experience,
to be detailed in the ensuing pages, indicates that most of today's
teachers, bound by old classroom traditions, are not the most effective
creators of such & change in curriculum. A new specialized skill

of curriculum development based on performance objectives must be
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encouraged, supported and expedited.

5. The field of guidance and counseling must undergo great
change to help youngsters understand the diversity of occupations
for which they are ultimately headed and to help them make
educational decisions that are more appropriate to the real lives

for which they are preparing.
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TZCHNOLOGY FOR ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CHILDREN

Ordinarily, a booklet reporting new trends in vocational

education would begin with new developments in high schools

2

where skill training traditionally has been centered. But if
the high-school problem truly begins in early learning, why not

turn the subject around? Why not ask what might happen in the

earliest days of school which migut later enable a truly improved
system of vocational education in high school?

“Occupational training," declared the Advizory Council on i
Vocational Education, '"should begin in the elementary schools with
a realistic picture of the world of work."” A growing number of

educators endorse this view, some suggesting that the proper place

T

to begin may be kindergarten.'

Their reasons transcend the limited objectives of training

™

children for specific occupations. They are addressing basic issues

of public education: how children learn, what different sorts of

individuals are most .ready and able to learn, the realities of a world
shaped by man-made technology in which children will live their lives.

Hardly anyone would disagree that a major job of a school is to
help children undersitand their enviromment ard live in it effectively.
But what are the main elements of that environment?

"I've always felt," says Dr. Robert M. Worthington, New Jersey's

Assistant Commissioner of Education in charge of vocational instruction,
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"that most teachers only seem interested in telling childremn about
their natural environment -- the birds, the bees, the flowers and
so forth. If airplanes go overhead, these teachers ignore them.
They don't have much interest in the man-made environment. As I
see it, if you wait until boys and girls are in junior high to start
understanding something of the world of work, it's often too late.
What we're trying to do is find a total program of vocational
education. It's part of a tctal program of education, but its
implications are vocational. We're trying to develop a program
that will start early, that would go all the way through the adult
life of an individual. Hopefully, at the early levels, children
would begin to develop an interest in the world of work, an under-
standing about it, so thap when they move on up through school,
they know what we're talking about. When they're asked in the
seventh grade to start electing things, they'll have some idea of
what they're selecting -- how it will affect their future. I
know, you can find isolated examples of teachers who have done this
for years. And I'm sure a lot of people say, 'That's nothing new.
That's what Dew:y was talking about.' But the fact remains that
schools as a whole have been doing very little about it."

About three years ago Dr. Worthingten's division in New Jersey
introduced a program called "Technology for Children" as part of
regular academic work for children in kindergarten to Grade 6.

The eiperiment has spread thus far through 28 classrooms in 21

eiementary schools, involving 1,100 students.
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The joining of verbal with manipulative learning, as described
in the preceding chapter by Marvin Feldman, 1s clearly at the root