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Precis

Recent survey research points to an association between participation in certain

secondary vocational education programs and the development of improved attitudes

toward self; school; work and others: There is considerable disagreement, however, over
the meaning of this finding: Whl?

the mea some suggest it reflects vocational education's
capacity to enhance the resourcefulness of its often dlsadvantaged participants, others

argue that it reveals the process by which vocational education inhibits the opportunity of
these youth by fostering compliant work attitudes and an acceptance on their part of low
status employment. This s,t,udy,,desxgned as an ethnographic complement to a statewide
survey, suggests that even though most vocational students find their programs enjoyable
and rewarding, many of the developmental "effects" of these programs are actually the
product of an interwoven assemblage of personal, economic, sociocultural and program
factors and work against the goal of increasing part1c1pants’ opportunity. This conclusion
points up the importance of giving ethnographic meaning to survey findings. It also serves
as the basis for pohcy recommendations; which include democratizing workplaces,
eliminating tracklng in public schools;-and emphasizing entrepreneurial activities;
heterogeneous grouping and participatory democracy in vocational programs.



Introduction

In the present period of high youth unemployment, tight biudgets, and declining
school enrollments there is a growing demand for accountability on the part of secondary
vocational education programs. From the people who fund and administer these programs
concern over whether these programs are achieving what is expected of them.

This concern has generated a substantial number of evaluation-oriented studies in
the vocational education research field during the past 15 years: Most of these studies
have attempted to assess whether vocational education has a positive effect upon its
generally focus on the wages, fields of employment, and employment histories of program
completers. Somewhat aiééprpéihfiﬁgl'y' the evidence these studies provide in review is
inconclusive: It is possible; for example; to assemble seemingly valid and comparable
studies in support of both the negative and positive responses to the question (Wéiébé?g;
1983; National Commission for Employment Policy, 1981; National Institute of Education,
1981; Mertens; et al;; 1980):

This inconclusiveness has proven unsatisfying to many in the field, especially to
those federal policy makers faced recently with decisions concerning levels and types of
funding for vocational education. As a result, there has been some interest of late in the
Hon-economic effects of vocational program participation. For some there is an interest -
in finding new ways to justify the perpetuation of funding for existing yocatiohal programs
and facilities; for others the interest lies in uncovering program effects which may have a
value in their own right or which may help to untangle the inconclusiveness of the
economic return studies.

The study to be reported here begins with the small body of research concerning the
attitudinal impact of secondary vocational education. This is the area of hbh-é'c'o’hdr’rik

effect to which the most research attention has been given. Among these studies there is
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a majority conclusion that an association exists between participation in certain kinds of
secondary vocational programs (e:g: separate-facility, intensive, experiential programs)
and the development of improved attitudes toward self, school, work, and others (Walker,
Claus, Ridley, and Bowers, 1982; Elson and Gerken, 1979; Far West Laboratory, 1976;
Davidson and Johnston; 1976; Fetters,; 1974). This is an im’p”o"rfé'n"t finding. In a period
when broad federal support for secondary vocational education has come under close
scrutiny and studies of the economic returns of vocational programs have proven
inconclusive; it may demonstrate that vocational edication does offer its participants a
positive alternative to the conventional high school curriculum.

There is considerable disagreement, however, over the meaning of these findings.

Some argue they reflect vocational education's capacity to enhance the citizenship skills,
_ g P p

employability, and life resourcefulness of its often disadvantaged or academically
alienated participants (Silberman, 1980; Conroy; 1979; Barton and Fraser, 1978); Others
suggest they illustrate how vocational education inhibits the opportunity of such youth by
fostering compliant work attitudes and an acceptance on their part of low status

debate. It has implications for the design and even the existence of secondary vocational

_programs throughout the United States:

At the heart of this controversy is a paucity of jnformation about the process by

participation. Most of the studies reporting an association between improved attitudes
and vocational education are outcome §E&ié§ based on §élf-ié;56f3£ questionnaires which
pay little artention to interacting factors that may contribute to students' attitude
development: Too often these studies have employed bfoad comparisons between
vocational and nen-vocational groups and have oversimplified potentially contributory
program features and non-school variables. This is a serious problem in outcome studies

in general (Pillemer and Light, 1980; Ccok and Campbell; 1979) and in vocational program

Ut
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studies in particular (Rossi and Berk, 1981; Woods, 1980; Mertens, et al., 1980; Darcy;
possess backgrounds, skills and aspirations somewhat different fEéiﬁ"ih’ééé of the groups

with whom they are often compared (Woods, 1980; Allan and Gorth, 1979; Grasso and

Shea, 1979). Thus, differenices which appear between vocational and non-vocational

) o . : - N
groups at the completion of a program may not reflect program impact, but, rather,

differences which preceded the program and escaped detection of the survey r?xéasu‘rgs:
Or, such differences may reflect differential interactions between certain kinds of " E\\
students and certain program features. Surely, attitude and social development is the \
know little of such interwoven elements as they are manifest in the lives of secondary
vocational students.

In addition, the validity and reiiability of many of the conventional measures of
attitude development are open to question: The most commonly employed method of
measuring attitudes and social development is to ask subjects to report on their own
approach used in all of the attitudinal studies cited above. The primary difficulty with
this approach is that the meaning of the data produced is often inconsistent and difficult
to ascertain (see Weiss; 1980; Eisner, 1979; Anistasi; 1976; Cronbach, 1972; Wylie, 1961).
Specifically, respondents are inclined in questionnaire self-reports to be influernced by
their beliefs about what is socially desirable either among tﬁéir‘pééré ot in sbciéty at
large: Thus, what is measured may not be a behavioral actuality but rather a belief abotit
what is desirable or acceptable in a certain context. Or, it may represent a sﬁdrt-yérrﬁ;
program - specific attitude change that does not transfer to other settings and does rot
survive over time (see Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Similarly, different groups of respondents
may attribute different meaning to an item in accordance with their differing values and

experience. In this case, the differences registered may not reflect a difference along the




dimension assumed to have been measured by the researchers; instead; it may be the

result of respondents' differing perceptions of what the item asked. And so, it is not
always clear what the attitude development measured by vocational outcome studies has

knowledge of the behavior; experiences; and motivations which provide meaningful
context for the questionnaire responses: In short; the notion of "program outcomes” tends
to oversimplify and obfuscate the process and meaning behind student reports of program
disagreement over the meaning of the attitude development associated with vocational
education persists; in part, because so much is left to speculation. Existing research tends
to fuel rather than resolve the controversy. |

The study to be reported here offers an interpretation and evaluation of the findings

in dispute. Designed as an ethnographic, case-study complement to a statewide survey in
‘N'ew' York State (Walker, et al.; 1982), this research attempts to shed light on the
interwoven personal, social, economic and program factors underlying secondary
vocational education students reports of improved attitudes. It attempts to answer the
question: Why do a significant number of vocational students report improved attitudes
toward themselves, school, others and work in conjunction with participation in their
vocational programs? And, it offers an evaluation of the reported attitude development
and its sources as these pertain to the vocational education objective of improving the

opportunity of disadvantaged or alienated youth.

The Statewide Survey

The statewide survey that serves as a point of origin for this study is a good example
vocational education field. Funded by the State Education Department of New York; its

purpose was to assess whether the state's two year; half-day; separate-facility vocational
purp ‘ year, Y; sep



programs were achieving a positive effect upon the social or non-technical development
of their students. With this objective cast in outcome and survey terms by the funding

agency, data cotlection consisted of two methods: 1) a nine-scale attxtudmal —.

quest1onna1re de51gned specﬁtcaﬁy for the study and administered near the end of the
schooi year to 2078 vocational and 1697 non_-vocanonal hlgh school__ seniors, and 2)
standardized but flexibie interviews iﬁiii;é; éamplé of 30 vocational and 30 non-vocational
the state's 52 two-year, half-day, separate-site vocational facilities and in the "feeder" or
"home' schools that send students to these programs. It should be noted that these
facitities and their feeder schools did not include New York City or any of the irner city
sections of the major upstate urban areas.

e

Con515tent with state statlsncs the vocational and non-vocational samples differ in
the following ways: of the home school students 46% were male and 54% female, while in
the vocanonal sample the percentages were reversed; 13% of the vocational and 15% of
the home school samples were minority students; 56% of the home school students were
pursuing a college prep curriculum while oniy 9% of the vocational students were taking
such a course of study; 31% of the home school students had fathers whose highest level
of education included college, while 12% of the vocational students fell into this group;
and 57% of the vocational students' fathers heid laboring or trade-oriented jobs while 40%
of the home school group occupied thic category. Thus, each gt-'o'up"Wés held to be
representative of its particular universe, and the two samples differed in predictable ways
(see Walker, et al., 1982; Office of Edication Department Statxs‘hcs, 1979).

The purpose of the quésticnnaire was to document any social or attitiidinal outcomes
associated with the vocational programs under study. Employing téh dichotomious
- independent variables and a stepwise liriear regression analysis of the survey data, the
study was able toisolate a statistical link between participation in vocational education

and positive responses on four of the nine scales. With all independent variables other
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(e:g. gender; high school track, grades, race, parents' income, etc.), vocational students
reported greater confidence in their job skills, greater ciéfify of career goals, and more
positive attitudes toward school and their peers than did the cross section of non-
vocational students. Of the other five scales orie, trustingness, produced no significant

' results; another, social autonomy, registered as its most significant determinant high

" school track, with college-prep students reporting the greatest sense of social .
indépendience; and three, the motivation to learn; social confidence; and openness scales;
were influenced primarily by gender, with females registering the more positive responses
on all three.

Arguing that the non-vocational cross section represented a norm against which
vocational education might be compared, the study concluded that the survey shows
participation in Vocational edication to be associated with confidence in job skitts and
career direction and positive attitudes toward school and peers. The commonsense
articulation of these results is that even when the effects of grades; high school track;
distinguishable and positive effect along the four dimensions.

At face value this implies a positive evatuation of the vocational programs
that vocational students' responses along the four dimensions are explainable primarily by
the students’ participation in vocational education. But, we might ask; are these
inherently positive responses? Why did these students respond as they did to the items on

the questionnaire?
First, we must consider the items themselves. Ugon ciose inspection one finds that

the questions asked of students on the statewide questionnaire have a much narrower

scope than their scale titles (e.g. attitude toward school or peers) imply. Specifically, one

finds that vocational students were more inclined than non-vocational students to agree



with statements such as: I look forward to going to this school most days; The things I
learn at this school are important for my future; Students treat each other with respect at
me to get a job; I know how to present myself to a ngB interviewer; and I have a clear idea
of the kind of career I want. Thus, what the questionnaire results really tell us is that
senior vocational students liked their vocational programs and their fellow vocational
students (not all school and all peers) better than non-vocational seniors liked their high
schools and the students in them. Similarly, we see that the vocational students were
more confident that they possess several job - relevent skills, know what kind of career
they want, and are employable in their chosen areas. They were not necessarily more
p"o';siﬁvfe with regard to the general prospect of working or more confident or optimistic
about their opportunities in the world of work at large.

This provides a much narrower set of findings than is suggested by the Guestionnaire
scale titles. Qualified in this way the survey findings do little to dispute the argument
that vocational education functions to "cool out” or socialize unsuccessiul working and
lower -.lass youth into workers willing to fulfill the low status labor needs of a corporate,

capital-based e~oriomy. In fact; given the trades for which vocational programs prepare -

This i$ a problem with many of tha studies in this area (e.g. Beach, 1978; Davidson
and Johrston; 1976; Market Opinion Research; 1973). Most have a narrower scope than
they imply, and the findings of many can be argued to support €ither side of the
opportunity/inequality debate depending on one's philosophical perspective (see O'Toole,
1977, for an example of how seemirgly pasitive outcome studies can be used to support a
critique of vocationat education): Nevertheless; that vocational students like their
programs and may gain work-related confidence in them are not insignificant findings.

Well corroborated by other studies (Benson; 1981; Alian and Gorth, 19795 Bottorns; 1979

~4
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Swanson, 1976; Texas Advisory Council, 1976) these findings suggest at least that
vocational education is perceived as a positive educational and caréér-prépéraﬁah
‘experienice by its participants, many of whom may have previously felt alienated and
confused with regard to school and their preparation for work:

The interviews conducted as part of the statewide survey shed some light on the
roots of this response. Certainly; they go further in this respect than most of the surveys:
Nevertheless, they, too, leave unanswered many of the questions central to the debate
concerning whether vocational education promotes resourcefulness or compliance;
opportunity or inequality. The interviews were designed to elicit information about the
processes by which vocational students might come to experience the Jéiiéléb?ﬁéﬁf of
more positive attitudes in their vocational programs. The emphasis was on explaining
assumed program impact: Thirty vocational and 30 non-vocational students were

interviewed, all being asked about such school=related factors as their school records and

instruction, and school facilities and services. All students were also asked about a
variety of no.-school factors inéi’u”din'gs parents' occupations and education, parents'
involvement in ih’é students education, 'sfuder"?iéi work experierices and students' plans for
the future: Vocational students were askad, especially, to make comparisons between
their f_/_'o"(:'étibnai and non-vocational programs, because pilot interviews suggested that
vcjca{idnai students' atﬁfﬁdinai responses to their vocational programs were ofter related
“'to their previous experiences with school.

The interviews do indicate that vocational students liked and experienced what they
considered positive development in their vocational programs. The vocational students
consistently reported a variety of virtues associated with participation in vocational
education. Vocational teachers were gererally considered respectful, supportive trusting
and accessible, vocational peers were described as friendly and non-competitive, the

curriculum was seen as pertinent to students' post-high school wants and needs; and the



hands-on, experiential approach to learning was considered interesting and effective. As
a result of these program characteristics students reported the development of a better
and an improved abitity to get along with others: In general, "occupational students
attributed significant affective development to their occupational programs” (Walker, et
al.; 1982:6).

This response to vocational education did not occur in isolation of non-program
factors, however. Vocational students made it very clear that they liked their vocational
programs primarily because they represented a humane and relevant alternative to their
regular high school experience. With corroboration from the reports of non-vocational
students; vocational students noted that their experiences in the conventional high school
had often been negative. In general;, vocational students reported below average

images and student relations in their regular high schools. In combination with a tendency
toward trade-oriented occupations and limited finances in their backgrounds, such factors
appeared to make vocational students particularly receptive to the vocational school
environment. Vocational classes sseried friendlier and less threatening; vocational
teachers were thought to be more willing than academic teachers to reach out to less
motivated or less successful students, and the methods of vocational training were
considered more interesting and worthwhile. THus, vocational education was considered
by many participating students to be a welcome and rewarding alternative to the
academic high school; in part because of the nature of their vocational programs and in
part because of their backgrounds and prior school experiences.

The cverriding conclusion of the statewide surv’e’y‘is, then;sthat at least for certain
kinds of students (e.g. for those who have not done particularly well in school and who find
semi-skilled work after high school a worthwhile option) vocational education is a positive

alternative to the conventional academic curriculum. This is a common conclusion among

'Y
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surveys reporting an association between vocational education and the development of
appropriate for everyone, but it seems to serve well many of the students who choose it:

This conclusion and the findings upon which it is based do not, however, help to
resolve the opportunity vs. inequality debate. While the vocational programs considered
may be perceived by their participants as a positive alternative, it is still possible to
argue that this is an indication of the ways in which our schools propagate class
inequality. Vocational programs do tend primarily to serve lower and working class youth
who have not done well in school (Grasso and Shea, 1979). If, as a number of writers
suggest, many of these youth have been unjustly disadvantaged at the hands of a school
system which promotes and rewards students on the basis of skills, habits, attitudes, and
manners closely associated with the work and culture of the middle and upper classes, it
may be that the primary function of vocationai education is to absorb the discontent
tnsiccasstul lower and working class students experierice in school by socializing them in
such a way that they feel good about purstiing careers similar in quality and

socioeconomic relations to those of their parents (see Apple, 1982; Bowles and Gintis,
1976; Bourdieu and Passeron; 1977; Rubin; 1976): Neither the vocational nor the non-
vocational student reports in the statewide survey contradict such an interpretation. The
development of vocational students' positive attitudes toward themselves and their work
skitls; vocational school peers; and vocational programs can be argued as an indication
that vocational education is éﬁééé%;iﬁ this regard, especially if, as most of the attitude
Of primary importance here is the fact that studies of the association between

vocational participation and the development of certain attitudes offer no first-hand;
observational information about the processes and development underlying student reports

of program impact. Student self-reports of development are difficult to evaluate without
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a "friendly and caring" relationship between vocational students and their teachers. What
does it mean in developmental terms when a vocational student reports that his or her

teacher is "more helpful” than many home school teachers when an educational task is

reports of peer relations when they may be rooted in the relative homogeneity of
vocational students' backgrounds and prior negative experiences in school. In short, it
seems possible for students to like a program and feel better about themselves near its
completion, without having experienced opportunity-enhancing development.

The lack of observational information and the dispute its absence helps to sustain

) .

are the motivating forces behind the ethnographic investigation reported here: Even
though more conclusive economic return studies are possible and will be helpful in
assessing the capacity of vocational education to increase work-related opportunity; such

studies do niot easily address the compliance vs. resourcefilness debate. Thus, this

~ vocational students' reports of positive attitude development. What is it like; I asked; to

be a vocational student? And, what really happens with, to, and for these students in

their vocational programs?

The Ethnographic Investigation

Building on the findings of the statewide questionnaire and its companion interviews

and inductive analysis in the interest of identifying those characteristics of a vocational

program and its students which; in their interaction, constitute attitude influencing

] , : ~
events. The object of study was a vocational course (Food Preparation I and II) identified
by various program administrators and recent course graduates as effective with regard to

attitude development. This course is one of 18 offered by a separate, centralized facility

14



serving eight area high schools in upstate New York. Students participate in the course by
choice and attend a half day of each school day during their junior and senior years:

The cornerstone to the stidy was the observation of both the first and second year
food prep classes, three days a week, throughout the fall semester. The study also
included interviews with all food prep students (eight males and twelve females in the
first year class and eight males and seven females in the second year class); their
vocational teacher and teacher's aide; and their vocational school principal: In addition;
parents were sent an open-ended questionnaire regarding their work and valuation of
various types of education, and relevant documents were gathered concerning students'
school performance, the employment histories of recent course graduates, and the state
of the local economy as it pertained to the job market these students might face upon
graduation:

It is important to note that the students in the two classes observed (Food Prep II in
the morning and Food Prep I in the afterncon) were, at least in general ways, similar to
atypical. With the two food prep classes combined, 14% were minority students as
compared with 13% in the survey; 14% were pursuing a college=-prep curriculum as
compared with 9% for the survey; 75% %71l into a lower-middle or working class category

on the basis of their parents' occupations, while this was true of 61% in the survey; and

survey. In addition, many of the studerits in the ethnographic study reported experiences
and perspectives similar to those related by the survey interviewees. For example, the
students in the ethnographic study clearly viewed their vocational program as a positive
their home schools, including poor grades, social discomfort, boredom with conventional
methods of teaching and learning, and teachers who often seemed unsympathetic. And,

many felt that their relationships with their vocational teacher and her aide were helpful

ok, |
Ut
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and caring; thai their relationships with their vocational classmates were generally
positive, and that the program helped build social and career-related confidence as well as
enhance employability.

Herein lies one of the virtues of designing a small scale; ethnographic study as a
complement to a large sample survey: If the subjects and events studied-ethnographically
can be shown to be similar in relevant ways to those considered by the survey, then the
ethnographic study's power of explanation; with regard to the survey findings; is
increased. Giﬁiéd.{}ié similarities recorded here; it seems reasonable to assume that the
experiences and views of the students in the ethncgraﬁhic study are fairly representative
of those underlying the survey results. If this assumption is correct, the ethnographic
investigation provides an interpretation of the survey results worthy of p"o'ii'cy makers'

attention.

All students attribute meaning and respond

Yoc

experiences. As Judith Hansen (1979) has written

the stocks of knowledge students bring to any event, théir repertoires _
of cognitive strategies and their interpretive frameworks, are essential
components of these events (24).

It is important, then, that we understand what sort of frameworks vocational students

bring to their programs. As already noted, the vocational students observed tended to

come from lower-middle and working class backgrounds and to have poor academic

success in their own schooling, many of these students valued work experience over
education as a means to opportunity.
As part of the ethnographic study vocational students' parents were mailed an open-

ended questionnaire which asked about their work experience and views regarding
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edtication, opportunity; and work-related success. Students were also asked about such
factors in their interviews. Both parent and student reports indicate a predominant belief
on the part of the parents that success; at least for people like themselves and their
families; is best pursued by getting an entry-level, working class job and holding on to it in

hopes of advancing within that workplace. It was assurmed that this was an affordable and

children the goal of occupational security. In association with their own experiences with
school and work, as well as their limited resources; both financially and academicatly;
they felt the best approach was to get job training and éibéf—iéﬁéé as a part of and during
one's public schooling and to find and hold a job right out of high school: The hope was
that their children might avoid the economic and psychological anguish of inconsistent
employment. .

A rmiuch larger percentage of the parents in the study (75%) also had limited
schooling (e.g. from eighth grade dropouts to a few with some community college) but had

held such lower and working class jobs as county road crew member, factory laborer,

they completed high school or got out of the armed services. Most commonly what this
group of parents had pursued in their wotk was the stability of regular pay and benefits.
Good working conditions and enjoyment were valued but generally as subordinate to the
desire to achieve steady pay. This is particularly apparent in the seeming paradox that
while many of these parents complained about close supervision; insensitive bosses;
unnecessary regulations; and repetitious tasks in their work; most focused on stable pay
and benefits as the motivating factors in their own work lives and as the things to look for

in a job. | ;

17
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This was not entirely true of the few parents who ran their own businesses (e:g: a
father with a small, rural machine shop; a mother who operated a beauty salon in her
home; and a couple with a diner); aithough these parents, too, expressed considerable
discomfort with the financial insecurity and long hours often associated with their work.
Interestingly, it was only the few "professional” parents (three public teachers and a
pharmacist) who stressed doing something you hke and making a contribution to society

when they discussed what to look for in a job.

class skill and job are accessible and desirable means to work-related success. With this
belief were carried important attitudes towatd sducation and schooling. Although many
of these parents wanted their children to do well in school and to go on to college if |
possible; their valuation of education understandably seemed to rely more uUpon the
precedents in their own experience with school and work than on the middle to upper class
dictum that college is the gateway to personal developmenit and occupational success.
Experience and years of service, not advanced degrees; seemed the most accessible paths
to the ends of a steady income and the ability to "provide for a family." In fact; some saw
themselves as successful because they had gotten along despite little education. One
father, a bus driver and aide at a psychiatric hospital for 22 years, wrote proudly; for
example, "I have done better fh’ég most, especially sirice I quit school in 8th grade and
read and write badly."

~ One of the questions on the parent questionnaire was, "How important do you think a
college education is today?" In responding, many, of these parents not only expressed a
number of reasons why college did not seem very important to them, but they implied a
certain animosity toward people who could readily afford college or who seemed to have
gained positions of respect, wealth, and authority simply because of their college degrees:
In general, these parents revealed a perception of opportlinity rooted in an understanding

that for people like themselves the advanced schooling so commonly associated with

.+ 18
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professtonal careers and high salaries might not be as reatistic or artainable a goal as it

was’;fo"r some others. The psychological and economic investments involved in pursuing
' “advariced, non=technical schooling were seen to include significant risks; primary among

them the risks of personal failure, of alienating family members and friends and of

achieving only a limited return on substantial investments of time, energy, and money.

The prevailing response to the question regarding the importance of college was,
"Youi can do just as well for yourself if you get out there; get a job and work at it." A
machinist with 15 years seniority at a local factory wrote:

I personally think experience is worth 2 lot more than a collége degree.
I don't think young people without a college education will find it more
difficuit: They may have to start at the bottom and work their way up,
but someone at the top who doesn't know what they're doing is not an

ideal pick for a job.
And; a couple; both of whom had been aides at a psychiatric hospital for 20 or more years;
wrote:

A college education isn't always necessary. Some of them (college
graduates) are so smart they don't know anything. There are nurses who
can memorize words in a book and not khow a thing when it comes to

taking care of people.

Thus, there was a sense that experience, in the form of time spent'working, may
produce a more practical and meaningful knowledge than does conventional schooling.
There was also a belief that at least for them an academic education (i.e. higher
ecucation or any coursework without an explicit job orientation) might fot open
significant doors fo opportunity. A couple who run a diner, and did not go beyond high

school, wrote:
It is so sad and such a waste to see cHildren going to college and
spending all that time and money, only to come out to a job of washing
dishes, floors, etc. We have seen so much of-this.

And, similarly, a mother with a part-time beauty salon in her home wrotes

I really don't believe college is so important. One can't find a job
anyway, after years of hard work in school. I am a hairdresser. I spent
8 months in beauty school after high school, and I do alright. My
husband had no school after high school, and he has a machine shop.

13
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This perception of a college é&ﬁésﬁéﬁ as limited in importance seems rooted in the
or working class family with three or more children: It also produces diminishing returns
as more and more people obtain it; and it is those in the lower half of the hierarchy who
tend to obtain it fater than many others: In addition, a college education is not a
prerequisite for working class success, and it is the working class success patvte'rn with
which these parents are most familiar. Expe’rience, family contacts, patiehcé, a
willingness to do work over which a superior has substanitial ééhfrbl, and job longevity
were considered more significant than education as variables associated with suiccess.

That the values of the parents in the study, with regard to education, were linked to
their work experience is also apparent in the parents' feelings about what ought to be
taught in high schools: These parents consistently argued that schools should focus on
technical training, basic skills, and the development of attitudes and behaviors functional
to their world of work: Although sorfie vocational students do g0 on to community,
technical and even conventional four year colleges, these parents wanted their children to
be prepared upon high school graduation to enter the world of "adult work and
responsibility." They wished for their children the safety net of immediate employability
as they faced the working class world the parents felt awaited them.

What these parents appeared to favor for their children was preparation in high
school for the post=high school world of working class work and self=support.
Development of the skills required to obtain and hold an entry-level;, working class job was
parambﬁm in their thinking. Certainly, this high valuation of a technical or vocational
orientation to high school, in combination with ambivalent feelings about college,
represents an important component of the "frameworks" with which the students in the

study entered their vocational program. There is substantial evidence that the students'

=

vocational education choice was knowingly made in accordance with their parents' views

on education, opportunity, and siiccess. Most students reported parental encouragement

20
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to enter the vocational program, énd many students éxp”rés’s’ed work and educational

students in the study had older siblings or close relatives who had completed or were still
involved in a vocational course. Almost half fell into this category; while six even had '
siblings or cousins who had completed or were currently enrolled in the food prep
program. For many of these stuaéhts vacatiaﬁai education was a family affair. Similarly,

v

who was employed or had worked in 'food preparation (e;g; cookmg; serving, waitressing,
etc.).

Tiat tﬁé;é students were préaiépéséa at home to favor vocational education is clear;
but there 1s more than fémiiy influence to understand here. Af;ofﬁef important factor in

standard academic curriculum: Two probable home-related reasons are that there was
often no precedent in the homes of these students for ézéé&émio success and doing well in
school was not Eigﬁiy valued in many of these homes. While most of the parents in the
study l"ioﬁ.é(:i their children would do well in school; méﬁy were Eeﬁof-fea by their children

parents was to stay in school and graduate. "Getting by" and "gettmg through" were
generally the central aspirations reported. A first year male student, Whoge parents had
gone from maintenence and cashiering to factory work following high school, observed,
for example:

I used to be a reai dummy, well not a dtxmmy, but 1azy. I never did my

my homework 't mean, it used to be, like; I'd owe a hundred

assignments within a month. I'd just go home; and I Wouldn't do'em.

21
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They'd get sort of upset (his parents), but they didn't really push me.
You know, I used“to fail a lot of tests and never do my homework and
they'd want me to pass. But that was about it - just getting my work

done was the main thing.

My parents have just always said keep your grades up if you can. Make
them passing. . . Everyday after school I go rzght up and work in my .
father's restaurant, and I'have to do- homework in between; and it's kind
of hard to keep your average .p like that.
The! parents' behavior regarding the students' performance in their academic work

thus reflected and reinforced a low valuation of pursuihg w"o"rie success tﬁraugﬁ academic

when it was assumed the child would end up in workmg class work: It is aiso ptausible that

giveh the "p’aré'n'ts; own record with education and waa&; a child's disinterest or poor

success of a child in school might have been ihtirﬁidatihg. In addition; there is ev1dence to
suggest that these parents mxght have been afraid of ahenatmg their children by
demanding effort and sacrifice in a domain that often seemed unrewarding: The fact that
many of these 'p'aréh'ts aia not aa very well or at least did not go very far in school

regard to the pursuzt of academic success.

Given this low valuation of traditional school success on the part of these parents; it
is riot surprising that many of these students distiked and did poorly in much of their
academic coursework. These students generaiiy seemed to share and act in accordance
examples to support the belief that work experience was just as important; if not more,
than success in school. “They also described their high school classes; especially those
required diiring freshman and sophomore years; as "boring and a waste of time." Many
ev%n indicated that their bel{&”jtor in these classes had been disruptive, or at least "not

serzous," due to the classes' percezved lack of importance.
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Thus, in apparent asscciation with a low valuation of academic success; many of
these students performed poorly in school. This; more than anything else; set the stage
for the students' decision to enter vocational education. Almost 80% of the students in
the study were placed in lower tracks and received three of more D's and/or F's in major
required courses during their freshman and sophomore years:. This experience served to
reinforce for them the belief already prevalent in their home that academic success was
not likely to be their most rewarding path to successtul employment.

This academic failure carried with it considerable frustration and discomfort,
especially as it sometimes came at the hands of seemingly unsympathetic teachers. The
worst of their home school teachers were felt to be coercive and insensitive, bctﬁ%ifh
regard to unsuccessiil individuals and the lowar track group as a whole. These feachers"
were accused of embarrassing less successful students by publicly displaying their errors,
of failing to réward stidents' etforts, and of 100 often employing an authoritarian lecture
and worksheet format. Many of the students grew to dislike their academic classes
intensely. For example; a female first year student explained:

I'm not fond of (regular) school: I don't do good in school; and that's
why I don't like it. Even though you try, you don't get any credit for it.

- Like, you might try hard and not do that good. All they do is come
down hard on you, just because of that. How hard you try doesn't mean
anything: And al they give you is straight books. Read this, do that. I

don't learn nothing in a class like that.

And; a young man; also a first year student said:
I hate my high school: It's strict; and I haven't done too good. I've got

an English teacher who won't let you make up homework. This guy is,

like; if you write a letter he'll make you do it over five times before

your final draft if it's not right. And then he'll show it up on the wall, !

sometimes: He puts it on the overhead projector to show what mistakes

not to make, and he embarasses you.
It is understandable; then, that when presented with the vocational educatiﬁh
alternative these students found it attractive. The vocational education option fit both
their own beliefs and those of their parents regarding how best to pursue success. It also

promised relief from the drudgery and failure experienced in academic classés. In .

« 23 | | | \




21

addition; it represented attainable credits where lost credits were needed for graduation,

and it offered free training where the same training might be expensive later. Both the

students and their parents felt high school vocational education was a "good buy."

But, this is not the whole of it. Also instrumental in many students' decision to
become a vocational student were the negative selfsim%ges and social relations they had
experienced in intzractions with their home school peers. Many of the vccatie;hai students
saw themseives as living a life in negative contrast to "the higher class kids.” Higher
class students were often described as sorme comibination of academically successful,

woman with a very poor academic record, whose mother was a cafeteria server and whose
father worked in a factory, described the pain of her school failure in terms of these
riegative class relations.

Student = Sometimes it feels like you can't do nothing (in the home
school) without getting hollered at:

Iriterviewer - What do you mean; "get hollered at?"
Student = Well, you know; if you don't do too good, the teachers Jet
you know. It deesn't feel too good to fails

Interviewer - How does it feel when you fail in your school? =~ ~
Student = Well, you have your different groups and like; some are
the ones that are pretty and high class. They think; well;

they look down on the ones that are low class and aren't

like; skinny or as popular or as good in school as they
are.

Interviewer - Is there tension between these groups?

Student = I think there is. Whep they treat me bad I treat them
bad. '

Another student; a first year male who was a senior and a married parent, put it this

Interviewer - Do the students at your school get along with each
other?

L4l
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Student - Umm, I'd say some people definitely get on each others'

nerves.
Interviewer - What do you mean?

Student - Well; ther're differznt groups, like higher class kids and
’ iower class kids, and they don't always get along. -

Interviewer - What's that like? What do you mean?

- Student - Mmm, I don't know. They don't really hang together. I
. guess you hang with people you belong with, and I don't
belong with any hlgher class group. I get along better

with the lower class than with the higher class people.

Interviewer - Why's that do you think?

Student - I don't know, that's how I grew up I guess. No money, not
too good in school. I really don't like school. Most
people stick with the people they've known for a long
time, I guess, like I've Known Donald for years (Another
one of the food prep students; Donald is black and lives
in the "black section" of his town).

Interviewer = Do you live near him?
Student = . Yeh, I lived down the street from him for a long time.
My father and his older brother hang out.
Interviewer = What do you mean by a higher class group?
Student = People with money. People who don't know the word
welfare. People who never heard or had to deal with’
that. You know; you're afraid to even mention that your
parents have been on welfare and stuff, people like that.
And, finally, a young woman from a rural school, whose father is a car mechanic at
a local garage, observed:

Studenit = One thihg I don’t like (about my hlgh school) and that's
when people are snotty.

Interviewer = Does that happlen often?

Student = Well, its just, we've got our high stuck-up class.

Interviewer = Who are they?

Student = well, they've got the hlghest grades you know; and
probably more money; and they don't hang around with
other people that's not up with them: They think they're

better; you know; they just act snotty towards you if you
don't do as well or don't act like tth.

25
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And so0; for many of the students in the study, especially those of working and lower
class backgrounds who had not done well in school and who did not possess the financial of
social capital required to be a part of the upper class social groups, the home schools were
socially as well as academically alienating places. Differences drawn along social,
economic and academic performance lines often operated at the expense of the self-

By the end of their sophomore year, when the vocational education decision was made;
these students were well aware of their position in the social relations of their schools,
and they disliked it. As a result; when these students chose vocational éauca'{i'o'h they

v&gw&a it not onlyas a jéb-pracﬁ'c'al 'o"p’fi'o’h’ but also as a potential respite from the

represented an opportunity to get away from the social and academic failure they had
experienced in their home schools, and it was consistent with the education and work-

related beliefs and experiences of their families and friends.

rogram

Observati

Central to this study are observations that were conducted during the first semester
of the first and second year classes in the food prep program. It was in the interactions
and events of these classes that detailed explanations emerged for the association
between participation in vocational education and reports of improved attitudes. It was
also in these classrooms that the developmental éig’ﬁifiééﬁéé of these reports and their
origins was revealed. |

The First Year The first year of the food prep course was given to a great deal of

"classroom learning" involving a combination of lectures, textbook assignments;

denvonstrations, and hands-on labs. The expressed purpose of the first year, from the
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perspective of the teacher; was "to establish a social; technical-skill and general
knowledge base for the second year of the course;" which consisted entirely of having
students plan and prepare the meals for the lunchroom cafeteria serving the vocational
school's faculty and staff. This progression, from a classroom-like format to work
experience; is a common one in vocational educations

On the basis of certain assumptions about and in response to the behavior of these
new s.udents; the teacher (who I will call Mrs: Carter) worked hard during the first
semester to establish social and academic ground rules within a framework of success,

their preferred styles of learning and going to school. In this interaction, this push and
pull on the part of both the teacher and the students, the students learned much abott
what was allowed, promised, and expected of them by vocational education.

During the early days of the semaster the new students 'c'o'ns’i_s’té'riﬂy voiced two
concerns: Would they get to do a lot of "real cooking™ in this class, and would this
o o I R R \;‘- R R . R . _ _
that yes, they would do a fair amount 6f cooking, although not as much as in the second
year of the program when that would be their primary activity, and yes, it should help
them get a job, because 90% of those graduates during the previous three years who had
wanted to work had found jobs their first year out of school. Mrs. Carter also took great
care to express the course format, various rules, and much of the course instruction in
terms of career relevarice. The miore classroom-like structire of the first year was
rationalized, for example, as a skill and knowledge prerequisite for both the hands-on
work activity of the second year and a broad range of employment probabilities within the
food business. Stated bans oni horseplay and gum chewing were discussed, respectively, in
terms of job safety and professional manners. And, one of the most important

explained in terms of its relevance to employability. Both Mrs. Carter and an
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administration pamphlet stressed that a good attendance record would indicate reliability
as well as a more complete skill training to an employer. Mrs. Carter also told the
students repeatedly that potential employers often called her to ask about recent

work. This, too, was presented as a reason for "responsible, work-like" behavior in class.

Similarly, Mrs. Carter explained a number of her other practices and concerns as a

the notion of working for someone else and getting along with others. In supporting her
preference for assigned rather than student-selected work groups, for example, she
observed, "A boss won't ask you who you would like to work with today, will he? No, he'll
assign a group. T also liké you to meet othier people." And, when discussing assembly-line
efficiency in the preparation of certain items; the use of standardized portions and

respect and contribiite to their employer's profits are the workers with the best charce of
holding their jobs and receiving good recommendations when they leave. Above all else
she stressed cooperation and self-discipline as the means to success, both in the class and
in the workplace: | |

Thus; in the interest of control and motivation, the new students were consistently
presented with evidence that the course they had chosen possessed career relevance.
While some quietly accepted and others constantly tested the limits of the classroom,
most reported that the course felt "more like real work." This was consistent with their
view of the ideal education: It also bolstered their confidence with regard to achieving
work success. It was in this way, then, that many new students began to develop "career

confidence” and a positive attitude toward their program.



26

The students also discovered rather quickly that Mrs. Carter was not a rigid
enforcer of rules and that the bookwork was not as threatening or as unforgivingly taught
as in many of their home school courses: A number of the students, éspeciéiiy certain
males, tested éé'ﬂy Mrs: Carter's limits, both with regard to acceptable behavior in class
and the academic requirements of the course. In the process, the rest of the class learned
these limits too.

Many of the students were disinterested in and intimidated by the bookwork
bookwork, operating on the assumption that hands - on learning was the best kind of
education for them. They also knew they had to pass the first year of the course in order
to enter the second, and were afraid that the written exams and assignments of the first
year might keep them from the extensive work-like experience of the second: This fear -
and disinterest surfaced in a number of ways, the most apparent of which involved many
missed assignment deadlines arid exciises, a substantial amount of expressed test anxiety,

and a certain amount of absence on test days. Mrs. Carter was sensitive to these

concerns. First of all, in repeated discussions of the course requirements, she emphasized
that "effort and a good attitude," precisely those qualities many of these students felt
were too infrequently rewarded in their home schools; were worth a great deal in this .
class. She stressed that while one-third of their grade was based on written work and
exams, another third was based on their lab work-habits and the final third determined by

general effort and deportment. This meant that two-thirds of their grade was linked to
attitude and effort. As Mrs: Carter noted often during the early weeks of the semester,
"If you try in this class you ought to do just fines"

Mrs: Carter was also understanding and lenient with regard to deadlines. In the
interest of buitding success experiences and a positive student-teacher relationship; she

never stated this explicitly to the class, a few people and eventually the entire class
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figured this out through experience or observation. She also tried to allow students time
in class to do many of their assignments and monitored homework records and return rates
closely without being threatening or insensitive. Mrs. Carter politely and individually
reminded those students with a tendency toward late homework where they stood
regarding completion of the required work. In addition, during discussions with students
about their excuses and concerns, Mrs. Carter was often able to elicit and express a
personal interest in bits of information about the students' lives outside of school:

In response to test anxieties and absences, the former of which were commonly

expressed in verbally disruptive ways during lectures or study periods, Mrs. Carter was,

-

and fully to questions concerning what information might be covered on a test. She also
held thorough review sessions before tests, sometimes providing a set of questions and
answers from which the test items were then taken: And; she wilingly gave make up-

talk to me. We can usually work something out."
Thus; as various students tested and questioned the academic requirements of the

promoting a sense of good will and support: With such an approach Mrs. Carter was
successful: Most students passed and some, despite disliking the bookwork intensely,
learned to handle it as a required part of their program. The bookwork became a
manageable prerequisite to something they wanted.

Mrs. Carter's reactions to non-academic disruption and informal social interaction in
the classroom were similar; in both motivation and results, to her response to the
students' challenges regarding bookwork. As with almost all of the students in the study,
the first year students entered vocational education in search of and expecting a more
socially relaxed and entertaining classroom than the ones they had experienced in their

home schools. As a result, many of these students, at least initially, acted in accordance
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with this expectation of freedom while waiting to see what the regulations and limits of
the new setting would be. The field notes provide numerous and consistent examples of
students talking, laughing and Wisecfacking during lectures and demonstrations. They also
‘show a great deal of " horseplay" during the student-performed i'ab's';_

For lectures students sat at long tables next to their friends, which made socializing
easy, if not almost unavoidable, and during teacher demonstrations, which took place in
the lab kitchen section of the classroom; students had considerable physical freedom and
opportunity to interact as they were told to sit on nearby countertops and tables.
Students liked this aspect of the class. They spent a great deal of time in informal social
interaction. During lectures there always seemed at least a few who talked among
themselves or who commented humorously on the material. During demonstrations the
tendency increased, as at least a few students could alw'a'yé get out of the sightline of
Mrs. Carter. And, during labs, when everyone was working in a relatively small space and
Mrs. Carter often had to leave the room to get supplies, the capacity for high jinks
reached its peak.
the time of day; the activity i:iﬁ&é?iﬁéy; and the activities remaining; she often éfféiﬁﬁtéd
to defuse the rising disruption by holding out é.?é’varéf-a for good behavior. Sometimes, for
second year of the course; noting that she wanted to be able to trust the first year
students<with freedom and responsibility also, but was not yet comfortable with the idea,

Y,I

given their present behavior. This often worked, as the first year students had numerous
opportunities to see the lunch room cafeteria in operation and to them it looked "real and
fun." Other times Mrs. Carter held out a more concrete reward, such as the promise of
giving them their break before its scheduled time. And, in certain more extreme cases,

she simply moved on to another activity. When the students became really restless in
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their seats, for example, she sometimes cut things short and moved right into a lab;, where

the students were very active; or she gave the students their break rlght then.

she generally reprimanded firmly, atthough calmly, by stressing p’ersenéi responsibility and
self-discipline as virtues and by offering offenders the option of moving to another seat:
This latter technique tended to focus blame on the situation and not the individial,
although fio one ever chose to move on their own.

Toward the end of the first month M}s; Carter finally lew Up" one day when the
talking had been unusually disruptive and persistent. In a rare display of anger she
changed a number of students' §é§f§ permanently and "lectired" the class on too much

. talk1ng. Later in the semester, in \a similar situation, she explained to the'class the
d1ff1cu1ty of accomodatlng such a large class in the second year of the course; implying
that she might have to eliminate a few students for the second year. "In spite of how I'd
hate to do that," she said, "you mlght want to think about that while you're taltking."

Thus; Mrs. Carter maintained order by holding out the carrots of wark experience
and independence and by allowmg stude\nts a s1gn1f1cant amount of the Informai social
interaction they seemed to demand. In ‘thlS way she achzeved a reasonabie degree of
student success (e:g- lower than average %,ttrztxon and failure rates) without eliminating
the potential for a thoughtful and caring st\fudént-téaehér’ relationship; something many of
these student had found lacking in their mn\q\a schools: Almost all of the first year
students liked Mrs: Carter a great deal, appréc\:iaung her patience and understanding on
their behalf: |

It should also be noted that Mrs. Carter contributed to order and control; as well as .

to a positive student-teacher relanonshlp and student self-confidence by praising

\'*

individual students, whenever the opportunzty arose, and by limiting the potential in class
for competition and publicly embarrasszng error or fat ure. Many diiferent students were

praised openly in class, for everyth1ng except sum:ess\m their bookwork which usually



received a more private congratulation. If a student h'eip'e& clean up, produced a
succéssfui food item in 1ab, or related a relevant experierice or anecdote in class Ms.
Carter was sure to use thie opportunity to spread the reward of her approval and gw":'fention. |
This helped develop student self-esteem, and it fostered greater attempts on the 'p’ért of
some of the students to produce praiseworthy behavior.

In addition, Mrs. Carter structured class activity in such a way that public
embarrassment over individual error was rare. In the labs, for example, which had a great
capacity for visibile and public failure, Mrs. Carter generally controlled quite closely
what dishes students would prepare, even when there appeared to be some choice, and she
always had students work in groups. The gr'oﬁp' nature of the labs héd_tbé double-edged
sffect of allowing students either to adopt a success as their own of to attribute a product
failure to the group. I often heard students say, "Look what I did," while proudly pointing
to the group prodiuct. Likewise, when one student kidded another about bread that had
failed to rise,; the studént being kidded responded while laughing and pointing at other

remind the students that lab products were not graded and that mistakes were an
expected and desirable part of the learning process.

Thus, in the interest of order and student self-esteem; Mrs. Carter not only
promoted a positive student-teacher relationship; but she worked o limit the threat of
failure and to establish positive peer relations among the students as well: For Mrs.
Carter positive student relations were very important. Such relations contributed to
order in the classroom, the aé'{iéiaﬁrﬁéﬁt of work-related skills (e:g: getting along with
"fellow workers"); and the creation of a "safe" environment for less successful students:

By the end of the semester most of the first year students felt the peer relations in
their class were better than in their home schools; aifﬁaﬁgﬁ many thought so for reasons
somewhat different from those underlying Mrs. Carter's push for positive peer interaction.
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labs pretty much according to gender and their home schools: This seemed to ease the
social discomfort and uncertainty of being in a class with "a lot of strangers from other
schools." Contrary to her stated preference; Mrs. Carter often let students choose their
own work groups for labs. She did this because the students greatly preferred working
with friends. The pattern changed somewhat over the period of the semester, although a

breaks and in teacher-assigned work groups; students located potential friends from other
home schools; and new bonds of friendship developed: By the end of the semester almost
every student had made a few new friends; and all but one of the original social groups (of

overlapping commonalities. There were similar behaviorial tendencies (e.g. from

attention-seeking extroversion to quiet subservience), common experience outside of
school (e:g: after-school jobs in fast food restaurants; parents and siblings with working
class jobs of local familiarity); shared views and experiences regarding school (e.g. a
"devil-may-care' attitude toward a poor school record, an interest in passing in the home
school and learning a trade in the food prep course, a severe inability to handle
conventional schoolwork but a polite willingness to follow directions and do manual work),
and physical attractiveness in terms of male-female interaction (e.g. f'r'of'm' attractive,
socially active males and females interested in flirting to shy, overweight young women).
There were three males, for example, who shared: a tendency toward showing off, an
unwillingness to pursue seriously much of the bookwork, considerable work experience and
independence outside of school, very poor school records both'in terms of grades and
behavior; and a physical and degrading view of women. Although Mrs. Carter often kept

them separatec they tended to like each other and seek each other out. Along with two

"followers" th. .- possessed a strong esprit de corps and represented a major source of

classroom disruption. ‘ Ll
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Another group; usually consisting of two males and three females, cut across three
home schools and seemed rooted in an interest in male-female interaction and the
objective of having as much school-irrelevant fun as possible without compromising a good
record in the class: They were alt of conventional working ciass backgrounds and were
"getting by" academically in their home schools while maintaining an active social life:
This group did not find the bookwork very difficult; and they wanted and knew how to

o : T o o B
convince Mrs: Carter that they were studying together during study pericds when, in fact,
they were talking about schoot; cars; jobs; home schools; etc: and {ickiing each other or
sitting with their iégE up on one another's knees under the table.

Such friendships contributed greatly to the first year students' generally positive
feelings about the course and their classmates: Even though there were, occasionally,
antagonistic interactions in class, these small-group friendships and the vilous
characteristics shared by many of the students, served to give students a sense of
their discussions of their home schools, for example, was not apparent. There were Ho
upper class students in the class. Or, as one student put it, "I like it here. It's more of the
lower class kids; and I like that." Also, cutting across home school divisions, the small
group friendships that developed provided an in-class forum for play and the discussion of

shared views and experiences: For many it seemed the stigma often associated with
vocational education was muted as they discovered both that others had come to
vocational education for similar reasons and that there were numerous opportunities to
have fun with their classmates.

Thus, during the first semester of the first year the new food prep students both
learned a great deal about what was expected of them in vocational eduication and
manipulated the teacher and environment, as best they could, to fit their view of a

meaningful and tolerable school experience. In the process many students grew to like the

A}
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course and its potential. The students were reassured that their vocational education
would be career relevant, especially if they adhered to school and class regulations and
displayed cooperative work attitudes. And, they learned that in the fdgd prep course they
were somewhat sheitered from failure as the learning, testing, and grading methods
empioyed were neither competitive nor rigidly threatening. In addition, these students
found friendship and fun rooted in ééﬁin&;sh backgrounds, attitudes, and experiences

the course and their participation in it. It seemed to accommodate well a variety of

goals; from wanting "to get out of the home school and goof off" to "learning a trade;" and -

students had experienced in their home schools.

The Second Year Much of what transpired in the first semester of the first year -

seems, in retrospect, a foreshadowing of what occurred in the second year class. Second
year students more explicitly than the first year students were given hands-on proof that
the course was career relevant. They were also allowed the freedom of a retaxed social
environment and were sheltered from the threat of failure. In association with their
second year students responded positively to their program, teachers; and classmates and
in the process grew to feel better about themselves. 5&619, however, much of this
positive feeling was associated with conditions which had the developmental effect of
reinforcing tendencies toward attitides.and behaviors primarily associated with and
limited to wo*rki'ng”ciéss employment.

The students who entered the second year of the couirse were those who had

students (3) who had been with this class during their first year were no longer in the

colrse, either because they had failed the bookwork in the first year or because they had
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participants. This is not to say that all of the second year food prep students were
dedicated to working hard in class and pursuing a career in the food business. Many still
saw the class primarily as a way to g'et out of their hamé schoois and avoid regular

or antagomisms. Nevertheless, there was a sense; on the part of Mrs. Carter and many of
\ - -
the students, that most of the "worst students and ti‘éUbléfﬁ&kéi’S" were no longer in the

program.

This contributed right from the start to a posmve class or group spmt. There was

the shared experierice of \hé\?_ir'rig been through the first year of the course together, and

there was the 'p'ei-t:é'p'tio'ri that the rérﬁaihihg students were basically interested in

certain undesirable d1sc1plmary respon51b1ht1es, and for most of the students it meant a

fun and supportlve environment rooted in thexr shared understandmg of how to achleve

teaching style.
In the second year class Mrs. Carter was better able to develop the personal and

relaxed relationships with her students she felt they needed and deserved: (If lurich room
conversations are an indication this is a sentiment and practice common to many
vocational school teachers). In general, Mrs: Carter was sympathetic, l'en'i'e'nt, heipful,
and easygoing. She listened patiently to and took a serious interest in studenits'
discussions of their lives outside of class: In some cases she é’v'éri Bé{:;l;{e actively
written work and to the vocational education promise of work experience. As a resiilt,

she kept written work to @ minimum during the second year and was always flexible and

o
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Uhdé'rﬁa'ridi'rig with regard to deadlines: In addition; she and her teacher's aide for the
second year class (who I wil call Mrs: Lynd) were always willing to sit down with a
stident to work throtgh specific assignments and problems:

The first month of the class was spent in cleaning the kitchen and dining room;

duties, and going to area restaurants on field trips. By. the end of the month most
students were excited about the career relevance of the training they were receiving and
the "real experience" they were about to get; as the dining room opened for business.
Many also remarked, "This sure beats school.’ o

At the end of the first month the second year students began preparing the meals
for the dining room: Once this became their priméﬁ a'ctis;iti, they were givé'n' a great
deat of physical freedom, relative to a conventional 'ciassrddm regimentation. Even the
first fifteen minutes of the class, when students sat at the dining room tables for
attendance and announcements, there was often an atmosphere of talking and coming and

going: After this period each day the students pursued their daily work assignments in the
kitchen; sometimes with little apparent supervision, depending on the job and its
requirements:

A schedule of weekly rotating assignments to different kitchien positions had been
made by Mrs. Carter at the beginning of the year. Students worked on salads or sat up the
menu board and dining room tables or baked breads and desserts or prepared the main;
usually hot; dishes or planned the menu and oversaw all Kitchen preparations or washed
rarely extreme as it almost never required a student to work hard and fast ali morning:
For the most part, students had a lot of time between, during, and after work tasks for
conversation, watching others work, and relaxation. They tasted each other's foods during

preparation, and they moved about freely, kidding and talking with each other:

]
i
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While the students were working Mrs. Carter generally eitn’éi’ worked on paper work
in her 6ffi(:'e; talked with salesp’e’o’p’ie, or floated from area to area and student to student
or seemed to need help. One of her major activities was reminding students of what they
were supposed to do. She always tried to stay ahead of students in order to prevent
mistakes. Mrs. Carter's aide, Mrs. Lynd, was always stationed in the "hot foods area" of
the Ritchen, where the main dishes of the day were prepared. Here she supervised and
. worked along with the fcur different students assigned to that area each week. She éiéé
\responded to quesnons from students worklng in other areas of the kitchen: Thus, both

teachers were almost always available if heip was needed, and Mrs. Lynd was right in the

center of the kitchen workmg along with the students. -

and problems is very reveahng; Ne:ther Mrs. Carter nor Mrs: Lynd was a stern
disciplinarian of eriﬁe.. Both were willing to participate occasionally in student humer
and both tolerated a great deal of safe horsepiay and verbal xnteractxon as long as the
work got done. Thxs was felt to be an effective and humane response to the experiences,
desires; and behaviorat tendencies of the students involved: In addition; both teachers
were always willing to provide non-judgmental help in performing a task or figuring
something ott. ‘As a result, there were more than a few students who said these were the
nicest and best teachers they had ever had:

Part of this §enfiﬁénf; however, was based on the fact that when asked for help
both teachers Eéﬁaéla to shield students from potential error or failure. They tended to do
things for students a ot of the nme, rather than helping students learn to work things out
and make decisions themselves. This not only had thefeffect of limiting the learning
potential of the experience, especially with regard to }fh’e d'e;?'el'o'pmént of problem=solving
and decision-making skilts; but it relieved the student/l of Eeépénéibiliiy for their previous

work on that product: If the item failed, the blame could be placed with either Mrs.
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Carter or Mrs. Lynd. Thus; as the teachers tried to lower the potential for disruption;
born of anxiety and frustration; and to protect students from the burden of failure (to
which these students were quite sensitive due to their prior school experiences), they not
only missed many opportunities to teach skills vital to upward mobility in the world of
work, but they encouraged a dependence on others; especially those in charge, in
situations requiring decision-making. Students quickly figured out that when they were
faced with uncertainty and insecurity in a task they could turn to either Mrs. Carter or
Mirs. Lynid for the sokution: '

Examples along these lines are numerous; both in the field niotes and interviews.
Most explicitly, I asked one yourig woman, who was considered an édeé‘a’Véi'a'g_é student;
"When you're working in class and you're not sure how to do something; what do you
usually do?" She responded, "We just ask Mrs. L and she'll usually do it for us or tell us
what to do." The field notes support her view. For example:
Bill puts the wrong beater on the mixer; in making cake icing, and, as a

result; the mixer won't fit down into the bowl all-the way. He tries it a
couple of times and, seeing that it isn't working properly, asks Mrs. C to
come over. She comes over and Bill shows her the problem. She looks
at the set up and realizes right away what the cause is. She says;
"you've got the wrong sized beater," and removes it from the mixer.

Then she gets the right beater out of a nearby drawer, puts it in the

mixer;and while turning it on says, "There, that ought to work."

Mrs: L: is helping Carol make instant mashed potatoes which will be
used in a potato dish. Carol has the box and holding it out asks; "How
should T make these?" Mrs. L. takes the box and, after reading Carol's
recipe on the side of the box, gets out the proper bowl and tells Carol
how many cups of potato flak2s and hot water to put in the bowl and
mix together. with @ power mixer . . . At the end of class I ask Carol
how the potato dish turned out. She says; "Pretty good, I guess: I
could've made the servings a little bigger but nobody told me."

Mrs. C. passes the stove and sees peppers and onions near the stove and
stir fry vegetables ready to be cooked. She asks today's "head cook,"
Karen, "Hey, how are we going to do these onions and peppers at the
same time as the stir fry? We only have this one big frying pan." ,
Karen says, "l don't know. I guess I should hurry with the stir fry:" Mrs.

C. then checks the stir fry recipe and decides and says that the peppers
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and onions should be done first. She says; ""we can let these sit awhile
once they're cooked. Then we'll have time and room for the stir fry."
Mrs. C. then puts on the peppers and onions and fries.them for awhile
before turning the task over to Bobbi, who is an assistant.cook this

week.

Jon asks Mrs: L. to come over and taste his deviled egg mixture. "Is it

ok?" he asks: She tastes it and says it's good,.but asks if he put any

horseradish in it. He says no. She goes to get a jar of horseradish and

says, "It will be great with a tablespoon of horseradish:" This Jon adds -
to the mixture. <. :
{

Mts. C. p’je'el,s’, carrots for tomorrow's beef stew: Doreen is brownin

stew beef. She puts the beef in the pan and asks Mrs: C: "How's this?"
Mrs. C. sees the beef in the pan and says; "Doreen, you can't do that
much beef all at once; it'll burn:" Mrs: C: removes the desired amount
of beef with her hands. Then she telis Doreen to go to the dishroom to
get a large stew pot; which she does: Putting the pot on the stove Mrs.

C. tells Doreen to put a quart of water in it and bring it to a boil:

stockroom and a pot and a wisk from the rack. He reads his recipe card
and the gravy mix label for awhite: Finally he asks Mrs: L. what to do,

Dan is making gravy with a mix: He gets the ingredients out of the

-saying,; "I've got to expand this recipe and I'm not too sure:" She comes
around the table, and he hands her the recipe card and the jar of mix.
Sheé reads them and after a pause proceeds to tell him what quantities

of the mix and water to put together. This he does.

Kent asks Mrs. C. how big the drop of cookie batter should be on the

cookie sheet. She says, "Well; they'lt be going on a small dessert plate."
Then she asks Mrs. L. if she remembers how big these cookies come out.
Mrs. L. doesn't remember but tells Kent that the oven ought to be on.
Mrs. C. finally suggests baking a test dough lump in a small pan to see

- how big it gets. This he does. Later he shows the test to Mrs. C. and

“asks, "How's this?" She suggests making them just a little bit bigger,
which he does.

' ﬁius, many students learned to aveid personal responsibility when faced with a
p'r'o'blem:s’d_ivir{g challenge and the éhSL_iihg insecurity. Afraid of making an error in
judgment or practice they often turned the task over to the teachers, knowing the
teachers would probably relieve them of their perceived burde:

41
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A similar student-teacher interaction was apparent during some of the students’
a special role in which students were supposed to have an opportunity to experience the
challenge and thrill of a position generally associated with work success. The duties of
the manager included preparing a five day lunch menu for the week managed (this was
done during an otherwise free week,; two weeks before iﬁéﬁégiﬁgi; preparing recipe cards
from books and files for each item on the menu (this was done the week before managing
and sometimes included expanding recipes); completing a cost accounting of one meal;
overseeing and troubleshooting the preparation of all meals during the week; and writing
up an evaluation for each student worker. The stated responsibilities; however, were

often greater than the actual ones: There was little requirement to "take charge", if
g q g

about profit margins; were not part of the manager's duties.

Many students disliked the paperwork part of managing: Many were also
uncomfortable in the position of supervising the work of their pesrs. These students
that the teachers were willing to relieve them of a substantial share of their
reponsibilities. In two instances I observed Mrs: Lynd, upon student questioning, sugg’eéf
items for almost the entire menu of students quite capable of the work themselves. And,
Mrs. Carter reviewed each manager's planned menu, at which time she often suggested
significant changes; which were then readily adopted by the students with little
understanding or discussion of their function or purpose: In addition, Mrs. Carter and Mrs.

Lynd remained the key supervisors in the kitchen, so it was not uncommon for some
managers to feel; as one student did, that "the week you manage is about the easiest one
there is. You just really don't halfta do very much. Everybody takes care of themselves,
and when they don't know what to do they ask Mrs. L or Mrs: C: 1 just sort 'o’fkh'u"n"g around
and tasted food a lot:" '
;aé'h

42 | :
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But the position of manager was publicly revered and praised by Mrs. Carter and

Mrs. Lynd, so students generally came away from the experience feeling good about

‘themselves. The manager's were allowed to stay at the vocational center one entire day,

eating a free lunch and getting out of school; their names were posted on the menu board
throughout the week; and their parents or guardians and relatives were invited for a free
lunch and received preferential treatment if they came: TﬁéEé were, of course, a number
of students who worked creatively toward and during the manager's iis;éék; learning a great
deal on their own about menu ptanning; food preparation and supervising others in the
process. These students received deservedly substantial praise: By and large; however;
students handled the role passively and still received confidence-boosting compliments:
Rather than learning management-oriented skills they all too often learned how to avoid
or buffer the challenge:

Another way in which many students achieved shelter from the threat of decision=
making and potential errors was by getting friends to do things for them: The seccrd year |
students generally got atlong well together and were willing to help each other out if time
and circumstancce permitted: On one level this seemed the foundation of productive,
cooperative work refations: On another; however,; it often meant a student could and
would avoid problem-solving and learning while hiding this avoidance from the teachers.
One student; for example; did not do his own menu, recipe cards, or cost accounting sheet
when he was manager. Instead, he got a female student, with whom he was not even all
that friendly; to do all three for him during her free time. She often did her kitchen
assignments quickly and half-heartedly, then avoided additional, spontaneous assignments
by moving around the kitchen and dining room in such a way that she stayed out of the
teachers' paths: This was her way of manipulating the course to her own ends.
Another not uncommon occurerice is illustrated in the following field entry:

', Jane is working in the baking area preparmg an almond pastry ring. She

has already baked it and now has to cut it across, in half, so as to
produce top and bottom layers to the ring. She puts the kmfe up to the

side of the ring but s afraid to make the cut. After fumbling some
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with the ring and other possible approaches with the knife she asks Bill,

who is working in the nearby salads areg, if he will cut it for her. He
says, "Yeah; sure" and proceeds to make an adequate although not
really smooth cut with no_hesitation. Jane, having gone off to get a
utensil for spreading the filling; returns to the now cut pastry and
thanks Bill. ... Later; Mrs. Carter comes by and says to Jane that it
looks nice. She then asks Jane how it went. Jane tells her everything

has gone smoothly,; and Mrs: Carter reiterates how nice it looks.
And so, classmates as well as teachers represented an important resource as students
faced and often tried to avoid difficult tasks:. Classmates were especially important in
this regard when students wished to avoid the notice or perusal of their teachers.

Peer interaction was also used B"y’"fﬁé second year students to mitigate various other
pressures and to relieve the potential boredom of free time. In the process, the stidents'
negative attitudes toward conventional schooling and their views regarding work and the
not very successtul in their home school classes and came from backgrounds where school
was considered less important than work experience. Asa result, there was a gréét deal
of support among the students for not taking home school classes seriously. Easy
regard for quality; and subversive tactics in classes with teachers whose techniques were
considered unfair or overly demanding, were common topics of conversation and were
generally discussed with humor and bravado. When told by Mrs. Lynd that they would
have to miss their half day at the home school due to a food prep field trip; for example,
one student said sarcastically; "Oh I can't do that, I'il miss gy, and that's my ten credits
for the day." This 55686668 broad laughter from both the students and the teachers.

§irﬁiléfly; many students filled their work and free time with discussions and
expressions of an irreverant student culture and ideas about restaurants and work.
Throughott the semester students boastfully described midweek and weekend parties
involving drinking and marijuana smoking. Partying, drinking, working on beat up cars,

misbehaviors on the bus ride to' the vocational facility were the mainstay topics of
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entertainment-oriented conversation. More serious discussions often revolved around
work-related hopes and values. A number of students made no pretense about not being
a means to get out of high school and to develop a safety-net credential they could "fall
back on" if other things did not work out. Most of these students intended to continue
after high school in jobs they already held (e.g. maintenance worker for an apartment
complex; service station attendant, plumber's apprentice). This was a well-tolerated-view

in the food prep field with hopes of someday owning or managing a small restaurant.

Most, although not all, of these students, shared a vision of the restaurant they would like
to run. It was a "simple, diner-like place for regular people;" a place of affordable,
functional meals and modest decor. Or, as one student put it; "Not a fancy place: Idon't
like f'an"cy’ people." |

| infe'réstingiy, the two students in the class from obviously upper-middle class

backgrounds wanted something different. Both had come to vocational education
{ . ]
primarily as a result of poor high school records; not because of a high valuation of work

lexperience or a desire to achieve financial security through working class work. In
apparent association with their backgrounds they both intended to pursue "serious"

additional schooling in management and cooking: They used the word "chef" rather than

"cook" and often talked about owning a "nice" place when they discussed their pians for

1.:i'ié future. Nevertheless; the core dreams and sentiments voiced and reinforced in peer
interactions during the second year of the program seemed to revolve around a counter-
school culture and working class work; people; and environments:

Thus, during the second year of the program many students did develop a more
positive attitude toward themselves and their vocational program and classmates. The
structure of the course, the teachers; and the students all interacted to mute the threat

of problem-solving tasks and failure and to promote confidence in the career relevance of -
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the training and its credential. This interaction also produced a greater sense, on the part
of the students; of Belcnging to a meaningful and acceptable g'r'o'-up'.r But, at the same
time; the students' tendency toward working class values, éspirétior;s and skill=limitations
was reinforced. In interactions with their teachers and classmates students often resisted
and learned how to avoid the responsibility and chéll'en’ge of problem=solving and decision-
making: They also found a receptive forum for expressions of their counter-school
culture. In addition; they were generally trained in specialized, rote-like work, often
Béiﬁg left unaware of the whole into which their work fit, and they developed few, if any,
real management-like skills. Thus, while the students registered a positive opinion of |
their vocational education experience they also revealed a growing acceptance of their
working and lower-middle class positions and developed habits, attitides, and skills which
limited their chances to compete successfully for sigﬁﬂcant advancement in the world of
education and work. |

The field data suggest that the improved attitudes many vocational students report
reflect the development of neither a strict compliance nor an opportunity-enhancing
resourcefulness. Instead, it appears that the students observed experienced in their
program a sense of relief and belonging, born, at least in p’afri, of support for their

disinterest in conventional schooling and.a broad acceptance of avoiding responsibility in

situations involving problem solving and the threat of error. Many of the students entered

the program seeking a viable alternative to the failure they had experienced in their home
schools: Their academic records were below average, their seli-images and peer
experiences in the home schools were often not very positive (many were in the lowest
tracks), and their relationships with their home school teachers were often strained. In
combination with a tendency in their families toward working and lower class occupations,
limited financial resources, and a belief that semi-skilled or trade-oriented jobs and

training afford people like themselves the lowest risk means to job security and financial
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stability, such factors appeared to make théSé Stﬁdehts p’éifiéﬁiériy’ receptive to a
ﬁrégréﬁ which: 1) promised to ediicate them for direct entry into the world of semi-
skitled work; 2) brought together working and lower class students who shared a first-hand
sensitivity to the negative aspects of the conventional high school; and 3) which relaxed
the behavioral and performarice standards by which the:students wera judged: It is not
surprising that the students liked and reported improved attitudes as a result of the
program. The program was consistent with the students' views concerning opportunity and
success; and it allowed the students to alter many of the reference ,saiﬁ?é by .Wh'i'ch
negative self-assessments had previously been made:.

Such attitudinal change has its obvious and | prima facie fac1e virtues. It is at least an

indication that the alienation and rejectzon many of these students had experienced in

their previous schoohng was tempered by a humane e exper:ence in a public institution.

were not as positive as many vocational educators would like to suggest. That the
students liked their program is; in the final analysis, not enough.

Many of the program factors the students cited as ?ééﬁéﬁéibigfor their improved
attitudes have questionable developmental effects: What students reported as positive
student-teacrer relationships, for example; were often rooted in a pattern of interaction
in which the teachers allowed students to avoid the personal challenge of difficult |

\

problems or tasks. Where decision making skills and "learning to learn" might have been
"

encouraged, things were often done for students in the name of compaSSmn and removmg
the threat of failire from the vocational classrooms ;’{dqltlonally, what these students
described as positive relations with their vocational clessrhates were generally grounded
in the homogeneity of the students' background and 5&6? hég'aﬁve ‘s;*ch'o"o'i expériéhces.
While this homogenezty provxded a respite from the negatxve academlc and social

“compennon of the home schools, it also reinforced a counter-school culture and a workmg
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many of these students away from regular schooling. It also tended to foster the view
that an appropriate response to the fear of f.ilure is to avoid or remove oneself from
positions of responsibility and challenge. In this way vocational education inhibited rather
than enhanced the development of skills and relationships fundamental to the
iéﬁﬁ?éVérﬁéﬁE of the students' chances for advancement in the world of education and
work:

The implications of this interpretation are broad and complex: Most importantly; it
is apparent that the scope of the problem far exceeds the capacity of vocational
education to address it. Vocational éducatibh, at least at the classroom level, seems a
humane and well-intentioned attempt to respond to the beliefs; attitudes, behavioral
tendencies, and school experiences vocational students bring to their programs. This
study makes clear that what these students bring to their programs is substantial: There
propagated in our workplaces and the structure of occupational opportunity (Braverman;
1974; Kohn and Schooler, 1978; Ogbu; 1978; Wright, 1979). Parents in the study seemed to
have adapted to their positions in their workplaces and the economy, and this adaptation
influenced greatly the developmental capacity of and the beliefs expressed in the home
(for other reports of this pattern, see Ogbu;.1979; 1974; deLone; 1979; Bourdieu and |
Passeron, 1977; Kohn, 1977; Rubin; 1976): Students in the study entered school carrying
this influence and manipuiated; worked; and were sorted accordingly:

Vocational ediication cannot overcome such forces: In many respects it intervenes
at & non-détermining point. But; this is no rationale for accepting the status quo. If we
warit those students who ciirrently tend to be unsuccessful in and alienated by school to
pursue school seriously, we must take the notion of equality seriously: We can and must

attempt to reform the structure of our schoois and the workplaces and economy they

+ and democratic framework). We must work to moderate the class segregation and
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inequality so prevalent in our schools and workplaces today: Specific to current
vocational SFégEéE practice; we must design vocational programs to include a more
diverse student population and to take a more aggressive interest in the development of
critical decision-making and management skills. Along these lines we should emphasize
entrepreneurial activities and promote high levels of participatory democracy in
O'Toole; 1977). Even though much of the problem may be Eécie&iﬁ structural inequality
these are "here-now" program responses which Eé"v’é the potential to address some of the

inequality underlying and currently reinforced by vocational education.
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