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CUAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION

Does vocational education make a difference? That is the question
addressed in this report. Specifically, we consider whether vocational
education appears to make a Jifference in terms of a variety of outcomes
includirg opportunities for employment, and advanced education and
training. Our basic strategy for addressing thesec issues has been to:

(1) review previous research, both national and non-national
concerning the effects of vocational education, and

(2) reanalyze three national longitudinal data sets.

Our study reviews evidence, available as of 1980, concerning the effects
of vocational education at both the secondary and postsecondary levels of
our nation's educational system. The study has yielded considerable illumina-
tion on past research (and discrepancies in past research findings) and also,
we think, provides important new evidence concerning the role of vocational
education in our nation's educational system overall. Nevertheless, in the
course of our study, we have become painfully aware of how much we do not yet
know about vocational education programs. Thus at the very outset of this
report we wish to emphasize that, though our study builds upon and we think
improves upon many previous studies of the effects of vocational education,
our effort is still limited in several important respects. As we nroceed we
will point out relevant iimitations and questions which we have not been
able to answer. Nevertheless in this introduction let us explain our attitude
toward the research we have conducted. Since we have conducted extensive
analyses of employment and other social outcomes associated with vocational
education, it would be easy to think ¢f our study as an evaluation of

vocational education. This is true only in a very general and vague way.




For it should be noted that our study clearly does not (and indeed, given

its scope, could not) meet the prevailing standards for evaluation of speci-
fic programs. Therefore we think a better metaphor for our study is that
of puzzle-solving. How does vocational education fit in with other aspects
of the nation's educational system and with employment opportunities avail-
;ble in the economy? This is the puzzle we try to solve. But in doing so
we know that we are using only some of the pieces necessary to show a full
p{cture. Thus in working with only some of the pieces of the puzzle, we
can produce only an outline of the complete picture, with many of the de-
tails missing.
Given this brief overview of how we view this study, in the remainder
of this introductory chapter we describe
- the background and purpo:¢ of the study,
- why we view our inquiry as a study of outcomes associated with
vocational education rather than as a study of the "effects"

of vocational education,

- the questions addressed in the study and how they were
identified,

- how we went about answering these questions, and

- the organization of the remainder of the report.
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1.1 Backgreund and Purpose.

In the Education Amendments of 1976, the U. S. Congress charged
the National Institute of Education (NIE) with carrying out a study of
vocational education and related programs in order to inform Congres-
sional reauthorization of vocational education legislation. The
NIE was specifically mandated to inquire into (1) the distribution of
vocational education funds; (2) compliance with the applicable luws of
the United States; (3) the means of assessing program quality and effec-
tiveness; and (4) consumer and homemaking education. In connection with
this broad mandate, the NIE also sought evidenze on how and to what cx-
tent vocational education affects the work and life experiences of indi-
viduals who undertake study in vocational education programs. In other
words, an answer was sought to the question '"Does vocationa! education
make a difference?" This question is of obvious importance. Members
« £ Congress, and others interested in vocational education, frequently
ask questions of this sort: '"What difference does vocational education
make?"; "What are the effects of vocational education?'; "Docs investment
in vocational education pay off?"

These are very large questions, but the NIE Vocational Education
Study has invested only a relatively small amount (less than 10% of
the extramural research funded) in studying the effects of vocational
~ducation. Why? As Henry David (1979),director of the NIE study, pointed
out, several considerations influenced Study priorities. First, several
of the other mandates for the Study required collection of new data and
case studies in the field. Such studies are fairly expensiye. Second,

there was simply not time enough ayailable, even if the money had been,

‘" ,




to smount a major new collection of data on the effects of vocational
education, Even if data gathering had begun immediately after Congress
authorized the NIE Study in 1976, there would have been only four years
available before 1981, the due date for the Study report -- hardly
enough time to study long-term effects of vocational education. Third,
a substantial amount of pre-existing research and available data sets
offered clear potential for studying the effects of vocational education,
a potential which made the strategy of data reanalyses and research revicw
seem to be a much more likely cost-effective strategy for the NIE Study to
pursue.

The NIE began its pursuit of this strategy by organizing a neeting
of experts with knowledge of various data secs and of previous research
on vocational education in Washington, D.C., on June 2€¢ and 27, 1978.
The purpose of the conference was to discuss general methodological prob-
lems ‘a reanalyzing national longitudinal data sets as a means of ascer-
taining the effects of vocational education. The most importart general
concern that emerged from the meeting was the difficulty of defining and
identifying suitable trea.ment and control groups. The problem is that
in most surveys students' curriculum programs are identified simply on the
basis of their self-reports, and such reports can be inexact, dependent
on students’ personal perceptions and variations in the terminology used
in the schools they atterd.  Nevertheless, the conference participants
also arrced that the national data scus affording most potential for
studying the cffects of vocational cducation were the National Longitudinal
Surveys of Labor Market Expexriencc (also known as the Parnes Survey), Project

TALENT, Class of 1972, and Youth in Transition.
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With this endorsement, the NIE went ahead with its plans for studying
the effects of vocational education. A request for proposals to carry out
this work was issued in December 1978 (REP-NIE<R-79-002). The purpose of
the proposed work was described in the RFP as follows:

The objective of this project is to review existing studics
of the effects of vocational education and to reanalyze
available survey data to learn what more we can about the
long- and short-term outcomes of both secondary and post-
secondary vocational education programs.

The research issues addressed should include the assumption
about outcomes--particularly those with which the Congress is
confronted--commonly hetd hv both critics and advocates of
vocational education that muy be supported or refuted by this
analysis. We are interested specifically in to what extent
participation in the vocational education ""program" produces
different outcomes than alternative curricula. These will
likely encompass a broad range of effects and thus the con-
tractor should expect to examine outcomes that