Chapter 2


Systems of Vocational Education and Training


The years immediately following compulsory education are a stage of transition—between basic schooling and higher education for some and between school and work for many. In the most developed countries, youths can take advantage of an array of upper secondary and postsecondary educational and training options that include a bewildering mosaic of schools, training institutions, business training, and apprenticeship programs. 


This chapter describes the vocational education and school-related training programs in each of the G-7 countries, with a focus on options that are school based at least to some degree. The many programs offered in the United States and other countries by ministries of labor or social affairs, for instance, are not discussed in any detail. The common thread here is how programs are linked to school. The reasons for restricting these narratives in this way are both practical and strategic—practical in order to bound the inquiry, and strategic in order to present differing institutional structures across countries in a more uniform fashion.


From country to country, the nature of vocational education and training reflects deep cultural roots, national predispositions, and historic traditions. Vocational program strategies are closely linked to the priorities of each national educational system.


These systems cannot simply be transplanted from one society to another. The strong social valuation of the craft traditions helps to explain why Germans chose to develop apprenticeship. . . . With the highly structured and all-encompassing nature of French formal education, vocational training naturally gravitated to it. The egalitarian values of American society underscore the preference for keeping students in the same school and offering vocational subjects to those who want to pursue them (Alkin 1992, 1515).


In some G-7 countries, vocational education and training rests largely with the schools, which have acquired responsibility for teaching practical subjects and providing formal job preparation. In other G-7 countries, the predominant training and apprenticeship systems are employer based. While some countries have elaborate systems of formal vocational credentialing in place, others do not. In some countries, participating in vocational preparation is highly respected; in other countries, vocational education is viewed as decidedly inferior to academic preparation. 


This chapter describes the nature of vocational education and training opportunities at the upper secondary level and beyond, emphasizing programs that fall under the jurisdiction of education ministries. The first part of the chapter offers brief descriptions of the vocational education systems in each G-7 country (pages 7–13) for readers who do not need an in-depth description. The remainder of the chapter contains extensive narratives for each vocational education system for readers who want more detailed information. 


�
Generally, these narratives focus on school-based vocational preparation and training, understanding that such discussions may miss programs for youth who have left school, or for those who pursue other kinds of training alternatives. The narratives generally focus on what the vocational system looked like during the most recent year for which data are available. The narratives also tend to focus on the most common ways of obtaining vocational skills; they are not intended to exhaustively detail all the methods of training in each country. For the most part, the narratives are organized in a parallel fashion. However, differences among educational systems inevitably necessitate different approaches, emphases, and descriptive strategies from country to country. 
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