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TecH PREP AND EDUCATIONAL REFORM

JAMEs L. HOERNER

ABSTRACT

Tech Prep is a new initiative that shows great promise for educational reform. However, just using tech prep
as the new name for vocational education will not be acceptable. For tech prep to be successful, a philosophical
mind-set change must take place among all educators along with the adoption of a new mission for education.
"The days of the status quo are over." We must rethink our educational system and the underlying philosophy

for Tech Prep as part of the educational reform.

Tech Prep has been referred to as one of the
most exciting initiatives in education in decades
(Hull & Parnell, 1991). The opportunity as well as
the challenge is for Tech Prep to be a major part of
the cducational reform taking place.

As President Bush said, "the days of the status
quo are over." (Alexander 1991, p. 2). If we listen
to President Bush, America 2000 by U. S. Secretary
of Education Alexander (1991), the SCANS Report
by U. S. Secretary of Labor Martin (1991) and
other recent documents about education we begin
to realize as Alexander (1991) has said, "we are
talking about a revolution in education.”

Tech Prep, if perceived correctly by all
cducators can be the major instrument, perhaps the
n.odel, or Ley to much of the crucially needed
reform and revolution. This, however, can only
happen if the necessary changes are made within
the minds of ajl educators.

[ have a major concern that we are rushing
forth throughout the nation, launching Tech Prep
programs in cvery state in response to the Perkins
Vocational and Applied Technology Act
(Congressional Record, 101st Congress 2nd Session,
September 25, 1990) without having identified the
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basic constructs or the underlying philosophy upon
which the concept of Tech Prep should be built.
Based on recent research (Hoerner, Clowes and
Impara 1991) prior to July 1, 1991 there were
approximately 380 Tech Prep programs in the
nation. Eleven states identified in the research did
not have any Tech Prep programs. The passage of
the Tech Prep Act with the 63.4 million dollar
allocation being divided among all the states, has
caused every state to rush forth initiating a number
of Tech Prep projects. Florida has funded 10 Tech
Prep projects and Virginia has funded 36 projects as
an example. If each state funded an average of 10
projects there could easily be 800 to 1002 Tcch Prep
programs by July 1992. If the appropriation for
next year moves to the full authorization of 125
million dollars, as some have projected, there well
could be 1500 to 2000 Tech Prep programs in the
nation by December 1992,

This rapid growth is not detrimental if a sound
philosophy and mission is developed for these Tech
Prep programs.

What is Tech Prep?
Perhaps, we need to establish a definition of

Tech Prep before going much further. While the



new act prescriptively defines Tech Prep, there are
many misconceptions. It is not the new name for
vocational education as many seem to think. It is
not a 4-year program that must lead to an associate
degree as again seems to be the perception. In fact,
Tech Prep does not have to involve a community
college. The law says 2 years of postsecondary
education--it could be apprenticeship or a university
that offers a 2-year postsccondary certificate. Tech
Prep also is not exclusively only for “high-tech
technologies’ as some would lead you to believe.
The act says in sec. 347(3), "the term, tech-prep
education program means a combined
secondary/postsecondary  program...carricd out
under an articulation agreement...consisi(s) of 2
years of secondary...and 2 years of higher education,
or an apprenticeship program of at least 2 years
following secondary instruction with a common core
of required proficiency in mathematics, science,
communications, and technologies designed to lead
to an associate degree or certificate in a specific
career field..." and leads to "...effective employment
placement or transfer of students to 4-year
baccalaureate degree programs..." (Congressional
Record, 101st Congress, 2nd Session, September 25,
1990, p. 790-791).

In the most simplistic terms, Tech Prep is an
articulated educational program of 2 years high
school and 2 years postsecondary preparation which
includes a common core of math, science,
communications and technologies designed to lead
to an associate degree or certificate in a specific
carcer field. It may include many other things. It
canbe a 2+2,a4+20ra2+2+2, ctc.

What is more important than the definition, is
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how Tech Prep is viewed. If Tech Prep is viewed as
just another vocational program which becomes a
dumping ground for students who cannot make it in
the college-bound tract, then Tech Prep will just be
another vocational education initiative that has
failed.

A Philosophical Mind-Set Change

The success of Tech Prep, if not the success of
our future educational system, depends totally on all
educators rethinking the purpose and mission of the
educational system. The needed educational
reform that must take place starts with a basic
philosophical mind-set change within all educators.
We must stop practicing and conducting education
as if there are two worlds. Willard Wirtz, former
U.S. Secretary of Labor summed it up when he said,
*there aren’t two worlds -- education and work,
there is one world--life. Learning by hands-on
participation...should be at the heart of our
educational perspective’ (W.T. Grant Foundation
Commission on Work, Family and Citizenship, 1988,
p. 3). Educators have kept alive the myth, first
there is education, then later on, out there
someplace is the world of work. After all, our
present educational system is founded on the British
model that is an elitist system in which education is
generally not to be relevant or practical. Educators
in America have not felt the need to facilitate
learning through an applied mode.

Betsy Brand, U. S. Assistant Secretary for
Vocational Education stated that, “we need a mind-
set change among educators at all levels regarding
their role in human resource development” (Brand.
1990). Human Resource Development (HRD) has

tended to be viewed as a corporate term.
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Educators do not seem to view themselves as
human resource developers, yet, if we are not in the
business of human resource development then what
is our business. Most educators seem to see
themselves as math teachers, history teachers,
electronics teachers, home economics teachers, etc.
just as I did in 1963 when I taught H.S. algebra.
That is what I did, I taught algebra.-I didn't teach
kids. Can you imagine the difference it would make
in the school environment if the principal and all
teachers said the theme of their school was Human
Resource Development for every student.

Many have discussed the role of education in
HRD. Johnston and Packer (1987) in Workforce
2000 set the stage in their statement that education
and training are the primary systems by which the
human capital of a nation is preserved and
increased. The document Building a Ouality
Workforce furthered the responsibilities of
education in preparing the workforce in the
statement, "Education has the primary responsibility
for initially preparing the entry level workforce."
(McLaughlin, Bennett, and Verity 1988, p 2). They
did not say preparing only the top 20-30 percent of
the workforce.

The Forgotten Half also strongly supports
education’s HRD role in the statement, "Education
and (raining remain the forgotten halfs most
fundamental and reliable pathway to success.” (W.T.
Grant Foundation Commission on Work, 1988,

p.127). A fourth study, America’s Choice; high

skills _or low wages further emphasizes the

rclationship of education and work in the statement:
“"Guaranteeing the right to a good education to

every young American and providing positive links
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between educational achievement and jobs are
essential to the creation of an educated nation."
(Commission nn Skills of the American Workforce,
1990, p.72). Through these documents and many
others it is unquestionably clear that we must
rethink the schooling process in this country. Fiske
(1991) in Smart Schools, Smart Kids comments at
length about the needed educational reform and the
new role for educators. He stated this role quite
well. "The consequences of becoming a learning
society are enormous, for it means that for the first
time schools have been given the job of producing
the capitol on which the country depends.” (p. 23).

The necessary reform truly requires 2
“hilosophical mind-set change in the minds of all
educators--teachers, counselors and administrators.
Business as usual will no longer do. We can not
continue to conduct education with the theme of,
“sort out the best and forget the rest’, as we have
and as Hart (1989) discussed in his article, The
Horse is Dead.
The New Mission

Tinkering with the educational system here and
there is just not working. This philosophical mind-
set change is about adopting a new mission for
education. We can no longer practice the elitist,
sorting process as we have for the past 100 vears
using the "nineteenth century factory model school’
(Fiske 1991). The new mission for education is
about “success schools" (Hart 1989 p. 239) for all
and “learning-oriented, not teacher-oriented” (Fiske
1991, p. 66) schools. This new mission is found in
the six National Goals for Education that President
Bush unveiled January 1990 (U.S. Department of
Education, July 1990). Goal 3 states: "By the vear

3



2000...every school in America will ensure that all
students...be prepared for responsible citizenship,
further learning, and productive employment...”
(p-5). Some say goal 3 is about academic
achievement which is the first part of the goal, and
represents only the educational process. When we
analyze the second half of the goal, the purpose or
outcome is about being prepared for further
learning and productive employment.  Being
academically prepared and not being employable
does not do the individual or the nation any good.

The new mission for education, thenm, is to
develop an educational system that has its major
thrust: to prepare aJl students for further learning
and productive employment. We, of course, have a
system that has been doing this for the 20-30
percent called the college-bound. After all that's
what higher education provides--further learning
and ultimate preparation for productive
employment. Now we must provide the same
opportunities for the other 60-70 percent of our
youth. This can only happen if all educators are
willing to make the mind-set change necessary and
accept the new mission for education at all levels.

[ believe Tech Prep is the r,pportunity to be the
structure or pathway through which this new
mission can be accomplished. Imagine having an
educational system in which all educators were
dedicated to developing all students to their fullest
potential for further learning and productive
employment.
Relevant Learning for All

At the risk of using a worn out term, [ do
believe the new mission is about relevant education
for all. The Forgotten Half states, "Learning takes
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place when learners regard what one needs to know
as relevant to their lives," (W.T. Grant Foundation
Commission on Work, 1988, p. 128). America's
Choice also supports the importance of relevancy
with their statement, "the lack of any clear direct
connection between education and employment
opportunities for most young people is one of the
most devastating aspects of the existing system."
{Commission on Skills of the American Workforce,
1990, p. 72). A third document, What Work
Requires of Schools: A SCANS Report for
America 2000, a report that all educators need to
consider, states how, “all young Americans should
leave school with the know-how they need to make
their way in the world." (p. vi). As U.S. Secretary
of Labor Martin states, schools must teach with
work in mind--"contextual learning" as it is called
(Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary
Skills, June, 1991). It’s increasingly obvious that
educators must recognize the need to learn how to
teach through an applied mode and not always in
the abstract. Again, Tech Prep with its emphasis on
applied learning can becoms= the framework or
structure for a more relevant approach for a greater
number of our youth.
Necessary Professional Development

The key to the concepts and reforms thus far
discussed rests almost exclusively with all educators
making the necessary mind-set changes as earlier
presented.  Since approximately 75% of the
educators today will still be in education by the year
2000, the major method to change will primanly be
through professional development.

The acceptance of this new mission for

education. will require the "movers and shakers” and
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decision makers in our educational system at all
levels to begin conducting forums and professional
development activities for all vocational and non-
vocational faculties, counselors and administrators
to re-think the educational system America needs
today and in the future.

As indicated, "business as usual® will no longer
suffice. The first place to start as Fiske (1991, p.
249) indicated is with a new "vision" -- a sense on
the part of the American public, business/industry
and parents of what education now needs to be. I
am in agreement with President Bush and Secretary
Alexander, “we are talking about a revolution.” Tech
Prep if conceptualized correctly, can be a major
part of this revolution.
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