Executive Summary


Reforms associated with the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Amendments of 1990 (Public Law 101-392) have intensified U.S. interest in how other highly developed countries—some with considerable commitments to vocational education and training—are addressing issues of education and labor force preparation. Despite differences in education systems from country to country, in today’s global economy all highly industrialized nations are working to achieve an appropriate link between education and training.


This report describes and contrasts vocational education systems in the G-7 countries—Canada, France, Germany, Japan, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States. In addition, the report describes some key cross-national indicators of the status of vocational education and compares data across countries. The G-7 countries are the most highly industrialized and developed in the world. While the G-7 have many things in common, each country approaches issues of vocational education and training in a different way. 


Vocational Education and Training in G-7 Countries


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 education system. The general characteristics of the vocational effort in each G-7 country are as follows.


Canada. Responsibility for vocational education rests at the provincial level and for the most part is concentrated at the postsecondary level in community colleges. Vocational education is classified as short- or long-term. Short-term programs usually do not exceed 1 year, and focus on entry-level job preparation. Long-term programs, often 2 to 3 years in duration, are more advanced and technical in nature. In 1991, 6 percent of 18-year-olds, 10 percent of 19-year-olds, and 10 percent of 20-year-olds were enrolled full time in long-term vocational programs. In addition to postsecondary vocational programs, there is also a registered apprenticeship program, which has grown substantially in recent years. Those completing apprenticeship programs have a strong record of obtaining jobs in their trade area.


France. Vocational education begins in grades 8 and 9 for those who are not preparing for postsecondary education. At the secondary level, a variety of programs and certificates are available that prepare students for either entry- or middle-level supervisory positions. In 1991–92, about 30 percent of students enrolled at the upper secondary level were attending vocational–technical programs. Upper secondary vocational programs are offered by several types of institutions: vocational high schools, general or academic high schools, and apprentice training centers. In 1989, about 11 percent of all full-time upper secondary students participated in 1- to 3-year apprenticeship programs.


Germany. Vocational education and training begins at the upper secondary level. In 1991, 74 percent of all upper secondary students were enrolled in a vocational education program, attending either full- or part-time vocational schools, or participating in the “dual system”—a partnership between industry and the government that is designed to provide young people with supervised on-the-job training supported by part-time general and vocational instruction. Approximately 90 percent of young people who complete lower secondary school eventually enter dual system training. In 1986 (the last year for which data are available), 57 percent of 16-to 18-year-olds were participating in the dual system. The apprenticeships within the dual system last from 2 to 3.5 years. 


Italy. Vocational education is focused on the upper secondary grades. Programs are provided by both the schools and the labor ministry. In 1989–90, 47 percent of upper secondary students attended technical schools, which provide 2 years of academic education and 3 years of occupational training. In addition, 19 percent of upper secondary students attended vocational schools, which generally provide 2- to 3-year occupational programs whose curricula are based upon industry requirements. Outside the education system, a substantial apprenticeship program is designed for youth who have left school.


Japan. Most vocational education occurs at the upper secondary and postsecondary levels, and to an extent through businesses themselves. High schools and vocational training schools offer specialized programs in particular occupational areas. In 1989, 26 percent of high school students pursued studies in a vocational field. “Miscellaneous schools,” which are a type of vocational training school, offer both upper secondary and postsecondary programs to prepare students for national licensing examinations in certain fields. These schools enroll approximately one-third of all upper secondary graduates and are predominantly postsecondary.


United Kingdom. In England and Wales, vocational education and job training are available to students at age 16. In 1992–93, 25 percent of 16-year-olds, 20 percent of 17-year-olds, and 11 percent of 18-year-olds were enrolled in full-time vocational education. In 1990, 15 percent of 16- to 18-year-olds participated in apprenticeship programs leading to vocational qualifications offered by the Department of Employment for school leavers. A variety of professional and trade organizations also offer vocational certificates, but there are no universally accepted credentials.


United States. Vocational education spans secondary and postsecondary levels in both the public and private sectors. At the secondary level, students are able to explore both academic and vocational curricula without being placed in a strict track. Most vocational education takes place in comprehensive high schools, and in 1987 about one-third of all high school graduates completed the equivalent of at least four courses in vocational subjects. At the postsecondary level, almost one-half of all vocational degrees and awards are granted at private-less-than-2-year institutions. Public 2-year institutions are the next most prominent type of postsecondary vocational institution, offering about one-third of all vocational degrees and awards.


Cross-National Comparisons


Assuring relatively comparable cross-national data requires care since the distinctive features of vocational education and training systems make analytic equivalence difficult to achieve. Keeping this concern in mind, three indicators are discussed in this report—participation rates, vocational student supply and demand, and labor market outcomes for participants and completers.


Participation Rates. All G-7 countries produce data on vocational sector participation at the upper secondary and postsecondary levels. The data indicate that some countries focus their vocational education and training at the upper secondary level, while others do so at the postsecondary level. The United States and Japan, as compared with the rest of the G-7, seem to defer vocational training to the postsecondary level and have a high proportion of young adults participating in postsecondary vocational education.


Vocational Student Supply and Demand. This indicator describes the vocational education and training priorities across countries, as they are reflected in the kinds of programs available, the extent of enrollment in different curricula, and the demand for workers in each field of study. Across the G-7, little information can be found on unmet demand for student placement, or oversupply or undersupply of graduate and certificate holders by occupation and field. As a result, it is difficult to determine whether or not countries encourage student enrollment in occupational clusters that are in demand and how that demand differs from country to country. 


Labor Force Outcomes. Comparisons of labor force outcomes represent ways of estimating the success of vocational education and training programs and the success of completers once they are in the labor force (especially employment outcomes and earnings). Some countries use national household surveys (like the Current Population Survey in the United States) to analyze relationships of employment and earnings to education. However, considerable detail is necessary to link participation in particular vocational curricula and programs to labor force outcomes, and this is rarely available.


The concluding section of the report describes opportunities to improve the quality of data on each of the indicators. Among the three indicators, data on participation rates in vocational education are most amenable to improvement through cooperative efforts of international organizations like the OECD. Given differences across countries, international organizations represent the appropriate forum in which to compare data on vocational education systems and to contrast trends over time.
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