Chapter 1


Introduction


At the threshold of the 21st century, policymakers and educators are struggling to ensure America’s future economic, competitive strength. The problem was well-framed by the National Commission on Excellence in Education a decade ago:


The world is one global village. We live among determined, well-educated, and strongly motivated competitors. We compete with them for international standing and markets, not only with products but also with the ideas of our laboratories and neighborhood workshops. America’s position in the world may once have been reasonably secure with only a few exceptionally well-trained men and women. It is no longer. . . . Knowledge, learning, information and skilled intelligence are the new raw materials of international commerce and are today spreading throughout the world. . . . If only to keep and improve on the slim competitive edge we still retain in world markets, we must dedicate ourselves to the reform of our education system for the benefit of all (National Commission on Excellence in Education 1983, 6–7).


The implications of this changing global economy dramatize the increasingly important linkages between education and the economy, and raise many questions regarding what students are trained to do, and how they are prepared for the world of work.


•	How can students be best prepared for the rigors of a changing and demanding labor market?


•	How can students’ skills be harnessed in ways that best promote national economic prosperity?


•	How can the education system best support efforts to ensure that America can compete successfully in the future international marketplace of goods, services, and ideas?


One authority has captured the spirit of the current debate this way:


Over the past decade there has been an emerging consensus that the United States needs to increase both the amount and the quality of education and training its young people receive. It is with respect to the economy, in particular, that education is thought to be important: Education and training provide the “raw materials” for economic preservation and growth. Specifically, worries about the education and training system have to do with providing individual opportunity, promoting prosperity in the national economy, and strengthening the country’s ability to compete internationally (Stern 1992, 9).


How are these many objectives to be achieved? The questions are daunting, and the answers are unclear. 


Recent reforms associated with the Perkins Act have invigorated a dialogue between vocational education policymakers and practitioners. These efforts have also piqued 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 real differences in education systems, in today’s global economy all highly industrialized nations are working to ensure a strong relationship between education and training and national economic objectives.


 To achieve an appropriate link between schooling and training, developed countries have generally focused on postcompulsory education—the years immediately following basic schooling, during which time students in most countries remain in school, and many at least in theory are preparing for the world of work. But in recent years, many developed countries have experienced significant increases in unemployment rates among recent school leavers, and efforts are being made to sharpen postcompulsory training strategies. So it is not surprising that the United States, like many of its trading partners, is interested in understanding programs and policies supporting the work force preparation of youth in other countries in order to determine how its own programs and policies might be improved.


Secondary- and Postsecondary-Level Vocational Education and Training Across the G-7: An Elusive Mosaic


 In G-7 countries, the majority of youth undergo their initial training for the labor market after completing compulsory education. (However, Germany is an exception since compulsory education extends to age 18.) In most of these countries, postcompulsory education has, in fact, become a stage of transition—between school and work for many, school and higher education for some, and for a rather large minority school and unemployment (OECD 1989). 


Data from seven nations were reviewed for this report, and although each country is highly developed, the vocational education and training landscape is characterized by very different policies and program arrangements. In some countries, most of the vocational offerings are provided through the educational system (Canada, France, and the United States). In other countries, most young people enter apprenticeships, which involve both on-the-job training and part-time education (Germany). In other countries, the system provides a mix of some school-based programs and some apprenticeship and training programs that are primarily outside the education system (Italy and the United Kingdom). In Japan, private businesses play a strong role in training, although some school-based upper secondary programs are available to students who are not bound for postsecondary education before they enter the labor market. Each system is described in this report. The general point, however, is that different countries have approached postcompulsory education at the upper secondary and postsecondary levels in various ways, reflecting national traditions and culture and different ways of organizing vocational training opportunities. The complex structure of each vocational education and training system further reflects the fact that programs are serving multiple objectives. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) notes:


In most countries opportunities for [16- to 19-year-olds] have been traditionally more varied and scattered than at other levels, usually offered in diverse settings, under different administrations and with strong involvement of enterprises and the private sector (OECD 1985b, 43–44).


Vocational education and training are set primarily in schools in some countries, while in others they are primarily based outside of the school and include a strong on-the-job training component. In some countries, vocational education and training take place in formal programs that provide well-recognized credentials, whereas in other countries such education and training are based on an informal arrangement with a school or employer. Selecting an analytical focus—which sectors to describe (school or nonschool), which levels (upper secondary or upper secondary and beyond), and which types of programs (formal or nonformal or both)—effectively defines the complicated matrix of provision and opportunity that constitutes vocational education and training at the postcompulsory level. To capture the breadth of vocational and training opportunities across the G-7, one cannot be terribly rigid about each aspect of the analytical focus, because in doing so one might miss the essential nature of programs across countries.


Purpose of This Report


This report examines data and data quality on vocational education and training available from the seven highly developed countries that make up the G-7. The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Amendments of 1990 (Public Law 101-392, Section 421) mandates that the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) assess international data on vocational skills.


Because data from international sources are scarce, it is difficult to analyze the competitiveness of vocational skills. This report focuses on describing and comparing data on the status of vocational preparation cross-nationally. Within the limitations of existing data published by government sources, this report describes the vocational terrain and the data pertaining to vocational education and training among America and its G-7 partners—the most highly developed, advanced economies in the world. 


Moreover, this report describes data that are available through government ministries and related sources. It does not attempt any new data analyses and provides only minor reanalyses. Since the data reported here are primarily derived from government sources in each country, it is not possible to assure that the quality of other countries’ data meets the statistical standards of NCES.


Organization of This Report


This report consists of three chapters and two appendices. Following this introduction, chapter 2 describes and characterizes the vocational education systems in each of the G-7 countries. The purpose of the chapter is to describe how each country’s vocational education and training system is organized and how it is linked to the general education system at the secondary and postsecondary levels. This chapter is important because it provides a context for determining what is actually being compared in comparisons of data from two countries providing vocational education and training. Readers who only seek a basic understanding of vocational education and training in the G-7 countries might just refer to pages 7–13 of this chapter, which provide one-page descriptions of the system in each country. Chapter 3 describes international comparisons of data on vocational education between countries; the contextual and programmatic differences between countries; some key indicators that one would want to compare across vocational systems; the data that international organizations have compiled regarding these indicators; the degree to which these key comparisons can be made using existing data; and the data improvements that would be necessary to prepare all of these key indicators. Appendix A describes surveys and studies in each G-7 country that contain information pertinent to assessments of vocational education and training programs and student labor force outcomes. Although these data sets represent rich analytical opportunities, the results of these surveys would not necessarily be comparable from country to country. Finally, Appendix B reports the sources of vocational education data that were identified during the course of this study. Given that many ministries and government agencies are involved in vocational education and training efforts in every G-7 country, this list may prove useful to others working on related comparative issues.
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