Chapter 3


Cross-National Comparisons of Data on �Vocational Education and Training


This chapter begins by discussing some of the issues associated with collecting data on vocational education in the international forum and making cross-national comparisons. The next section identifies three types of indicators that are especially appropriate to cross-national analysis, and then describes the data that are available on these indicators. The chapter concludes with a discussion of ways to enhance cross-national vocational education comparisons.


Factors Constraining Cross-National Comparisons


Governments collect data about the scope and effectiveness of vocational education programs in order to meet requirements for information, based on national goals and objectives. As a result, data from national government sources are generally not tailored to the needs of the international forum. Accordingly, this section notes several issues that must be considered when making international comparisons of data on vocational education.


As described in the preceding chapter, countries take very different approaches to vocational education. These approaches reflect individual cultures and philosophies of education, which in turn yield varied vocational education and training strategies. The data governments collect, what they report, and how they report these data differ from country to country. These factors have implications for cross-national comparisons. Two issues are particularly confounding.


1. Since definitions as to what constitutes vocational education vary cross-nationally, it is often difficult to find common, comparable elements across systems.


Countries differ considerably in the types of programs they define as constituting vocational education or technical training. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training devotes an entire publication to defining and comparing terminology associated with vocational training in nine countries (CEDEFOP 1987). Important differences undermine comparability from system to system. For instance, apprenticeship programs are viewed as education functions in some countries and as manpower training in others. In Germany, for example, the “Dual System,” which has both apprenticeship and in-school training dimensions, is administered by the Education Ministry. In England and Wales, Youth Training (YT), an apprenticeship-like program that does not have an in-school component, is administered by the Employment Department, rather than the Department of Education and Science. A similar problem occurs with data from almost every country including the United States. Further, even if enrollments could be counted in a comparable fashion, the data would not provide a comparable measure. While Germany, England and Wales, and the United States, have apprenticeship programs, the nature of each initiative is substantially different. As Keith Drake, Director of Continuing Education and Training, University of Manchester, England, noted:


It is tempting to tabulate data on apprentices across [systems]. However, the same word—“apprentice”—is used for very different activities and attainments from country to country. . . . Training statisticians are still �
struggling to produce usable comparative training data . . . without writing for each country in each table a short explanatory essay on the nature of the training (Drake 1991, 212).


As subsequent sections of this chapter will show, countries “count” vocational students in different ways. This is a function of the structure of the vocational system—whether programs are based “in” or “out” of school, whether certain kinds of youth or employment training activities fall under the jurisdiction of education or labor ministries, and so forth. Because not all vocational education programs are provided by education authorities, when examining cross-national data, considerable effort must be devoted to describing who is being counted and how and why one country’s way of counting vocational enrollments, or program completers, is similar to or different from another.


2.  While some vocational education programs may appear to be similar, this may mask differences that diminish the utility of some cross-national comparisons.


Constructing comparable data describing vocational education is difficult because different types of training take place at different age–grade levels across systems. Hence, while program offerings may appear to be similar, the content of coursework may be very different. For example, what is expected in a vocational program at the upper secondary level in one country may be considered postsecondary training in another country. What students are expected to learn and the kinds of employment that they are being prepared for may be completely different.


Achieving relatively comparable cross-national data requires careful management of data and data sources. Realistic expectations are essential, and it is important to focus on those comparisons that are of greatest value, recognizing that only certain types of comparisons are appropriate in the international forum. 


Three Key Indicators for International Vocational Education Comparisons


Education indicators are more than statistics. They are policy-relevant measures of the purpose, processes, and outcomes of education systems. Given constraints that so fundamentally distinguish the nature of vocational education and training across systems, three types of indicators are proposed here as appropriate for cross-national vocational education comparisons—participation rates, vocational student supply and demand, and labor force outcomes for vocational participants and completers.


Indicator 1:  Vocational Education Participation Rates


The most basic type of data that offers important cross-national comparisons of the vocational education landscape concerns rates of participation. Data on the proportion of students at the secondary and postsecondary levels who are enrolled in and are completing vocational education and related training programs would suggest the relative emphasis that education systems place on technically preparing those students who are not pursuing traditional academic curricula for participation in the work force.


�
At first glance, counts of vocational education participants do not seem difficult to achieve. This is the case as long as each country’s own definition of vocational education prevails. Thus, for example, it is possible to estimate the number of French students enrolled in school-based vocational programs. However, this count does not include those enrolled in a variety of other job-training programs that have schooling components, but that are not administered by the Education Ministry. In contrast, the German Education Ministry’s counts of participation in vocational education include students involved in a variety of programs, some of which are not school based but that include a formal education component and are administered by the Education Ministry. Without careful qualification, one country may appear to have very high or low levels of vocational program participation compared with another country, when in fact the rates of participation are quite similar. 


The United States has its own counting dilemma: at the secondary level, there is no specific definition of a vocational education student (Hoachlander 1994). In contrast, in most G-7 countries (as noted in chapter 2), students are enrolled in particular curricula—academic, general, or vocational. Since secondary schools in the United States do not formally categorize students in terms of a curriculum concentration, this raises the fundamental problem of determining a basis against which to compare participation rates in other vocational systems with participation rates in the United States. In fact, almost all students in the United States participate in the vocational curriculum at some point in secondary school, and a majority of students in less-than-4-year postsecondary institutions have taken vocational courses. (See Hoachlander et al. 1992 for a review of data and trends.) In order to make overall statistical comparisons of participation rates in vocational education in the United States with those of other countries, it is necessary to create an artificial construct—in other words, an American “definition” of a vocational education student—so that there will be a common framework. One might argue whether it is appropriate to designate students as “vocational concentrators” in the United States (since most schools do not). However, in order to make cross-national comparisons, some kind of construct is necessary.


As a data collection issue, there are several ways to address problems associated with different ways of defining participation from country to country. One alternative is to reduce data on participation to a common base. For example, in the case of the United States, one might be interested in knowing about participation in school-based vocational education and training because that is where most training occurs in the American system. With substantial effort it might be possible to identify those students in other countries who are in school-based programs. Once this is done, however, it must be understood that only a small portion of the population participating in training may have been described for countries that support substantial vocational training efforts that are not school based. A second alternative is to qualify the data on enrollments and participation from country to country so that the school-based commitments to vocational education and training are seen within the larger, or prevailing, context of each country. In this instance, the first step would be to describe total levels of participation in both school-based and nonschool-based programs, and then focus detailed analysis on just the school-based populations. A third alternative is to qualify the data by categorizing countries in terms of their vocational education and training foci; although the school-based vocational education and training framework may be highly appropriate for making comparisons among some countries, it may not be in others. This would involve grouping and comparing countries within these two categories, so that countries with mostly school-based training are analyzed as one group, while countries with training that is mostly not school based are analyzed separately.


�
These common sense ways of dealing with genuine differences in systems of education are often disregarded in an effort to create an illusion of commonality across countries. Under any circumstance, deriving cross-national participation rates in vocational education and training may raise as many questions as are answered. It is most important to know whether students participating in similar kinds of programs have been compared, or whether apparent differences in participation rates simply reflect variations in how systems of education and training are organized. 


Indicator 2: Vocational Student Supply and Demand


A second 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. This indicator would provide a perspective on how or whether countries encourage student enrollment in occupational clusters that are in demand, and how that demand differs from country to country. Generally, this indicator would offer a measure of the “pipeline,” and also a way of understanding the fit between the pipeline and national labor markets.


Data on participation in different types of programs, as well as measures of labor force supply and demand by occupation, are difficult to place into a framework amenable to cross-national comparison. Courses of study differ from country to country across levels of schooling. In some countries, vocational education and training are targeted at the upper secondary level, while in others at the postsecondary level. There also tend to be considerable differences in the level of expertise expected as a result of program participation, with implications for the kinds of employment for which programs are attempting to prepare participants, which can easily be lost in cross-national analyses. France, for example, has programs that train young people for jobs in particular fields, but at different entry levels, requiring substantially different academic and vocational qualifications. These differences would be lost in simple cross-national comparisons.


Indicator 3: Labor Force Outcomes—What Happens to Program Participants?


A third cross-national comparison measures student outcomes—that is, the circumstances of vocational program participants in the labor force. These comparisons would include information concerning success rates in placing participants who complete different types of training in jobs, data on earnings of new workers, and information collected over time about the career paths of program participants and completers. These data would provide helpful indicators of both the success of programs (in terms of placements) and of workers (in terms of finding and keeping jobs as well as economic returns).


Comparisons of labor force outcomes represent ways of estimating the success of vocational education and training efforts, although appropriate data sources may be difficult to find and interpret. It may be particularly difficult to find data cross-nationally at specified points in time (for example, a certain number of months or years after program completion). Moreover, it may not be clear whether the payoffs of program completion are achieved at the same time from country to country. (For example, some programs may result in immediate benefits in earnings to completers, while others may have long-term benefits that occur over time.) Snapshots of earnings and employment outcomes cross-nationally, which are taken at specified points in time, may not account for these types of differences.


�
Status of Cross-National Comparisons for the Key Vocational Education Indicators


These three types of vocational education indicators have received relatively little attention at the cross-national level. As noted above, given the complexity of national vocational education and training systems and given differences across systems, these comparisons are difficult to achieve.


A few efforts have been made to report and compare vocational education data. At the international level, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the Statistical Office of the European Communities (EUROSTAT) are among the agencies publishing data on vocational education. In all cases, member governments provide the data. OECD, in particular, through the International Education Indicators (INES) project, has developed methodologies intended to reconcile differences in education data reporting systems among member governments. Generally, however, data on vocational education and training from international organizations do not grapple with the differences among systems, and the comparability questions are significant. 


Tables 3.1 and 3.2 from the OECD represent the kinds of data that are available. Table 3.1 distributes upper secondary students across curricula. In effect, it documents the degree to which upper secondary students are participating in the vocational curriculum. No data were available from Canada, which collects most data at the provincial rather than at the national level (and these data are not aggregated); or from the United States, which as discussed earlier does not categorize and define upper secondary students in terms of their curricular concentration. Table 3.2, which characterizes only full-time upper secondary students, was derived from unpublished materials and provides additional detail about the G-7 upper secondary vocational population. These two tables reflect efforts to compare systems, although each is constrained by differences in definitions among curricular concentrations (countries may not define the same subject matter or activities as vocational); by differences in the organization of schools from system to system (neither the age of students at particular grade levels nor upper secondary grade configurations can be standardized across countries); and by differences in how data on student concentrations are derived.








�
Table 3.2—Percentage distribution of full-time upper secondary students in G-7 countries, by type of curriculum: 1991


�



Percent enrolled in�
�
�
�
Country�
General�
Vocational/Apprenticeship�
�
�
Canada�
100.0�
0�
�
�
France�
46.0�
54.0�
�
�
Germany (West)�
20.7�
79.3�
�
�
Italy�
29.4�
70.6�
�
�
Japan1�
72.1�
27.9�
�
�
United Kingdom�
79.7�
20.3�
�
�
United States�
	—�
	—�
�
�
     Definition A2�
	—�
28.0�
�
�
     Definition B3�
	—�
20.0�
�
�
     Definition C4�
	—�
6.8�
�
�
—Not available.


1Students enrolled in courses offered by Special Training Colleges (about 100,000 upper secondary students) are not included.


2Includes 1990 public high school graduates (not enrolled students), and shows the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who completed 4.00 or more Carnegie units in specific labor market preparation courses.


3Includes 1990 public high school graduates (not enrolled students), and shows the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who took 20 percent or more of all credits in specific labor market preparation courses.


4Includes 1990 public high school graduates (not enrolled students), and shows the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who took 30 percent or more of all credits in specific labor market preparation courses.





SOURCE:  Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Center for Educational Research and Innovation, Education at a Glance (Paris: OECD, 1993), 119; U.S. data from unpublished 1990 NAEP Transcript Study.








Outside the framework of international organizations, academic researchers have made only modest efforts to look at the three types of indicators discussed in this report, usually comparing data from a few countries at most. Typical of these country-to-country comparisons is the work of the National Institute of Economic and Social Research in London, which published a series of studies on productivity, education, and training, comparing schooling standards in Great Britain with Japan and Germany (National Institute of Economic and Social Research 1990); and a study of training policy in the United Kingdom and the United States (Raffe and Rumberger 1992). These comparative studies, however, tend to focus on policy, steering clear of data comparisons and thereby avoiding the various dilemmas noted above. Research by Tan and his colleagues (1991) and Buechtemann and others (1993), described below in the discussion of the outcomes indicator, are representative of the relatively few attempts at a data-based comparison.


The complexity of vocational education systems has constrained the nature of cross-national comparisons. Among the indicators described in this report, international organizations have provided some very basic data on participation rates. With the exception of a few studies of vocational education outcomes in selected countries, little else is available across the G-7.


Data Available on the Key Indicators


National and international sources provide somewhat different perspectives on each of these indicators. Data from government ministries, which are reported in chapter 2, are a starting point for cross-national comparisons; however, they are driven by national definitions of vocational education and training, and they do not attempt to address problems of cross-national comparability. In contrast, some international sources, which are cited here, attempt to reconcile differences in definitions and provide a “common” analytical shell. As noted in the preceding chapters, however, vocational programs from country to country have more differences than similarities across the G-7, and “commonality” at the international level is difficult to achieve. Hence, this section will necessarily use both national government ministry data and data from international sources. Differences in the nature and quality of data on each indicator across sources will be noted.


Indicator 1: Data on Vocational Education Program Participation


Within the limits of national definitions, all G-7 countries produce data on vocational sector participation at the upper secondary and postsecondary levels. The amount of information available and its utility in cross-national analysis vary from country to country. In Germany, for instance, where the Education Ministry plays a significant role in vocational training, data about program participation are readily available. In Italy, on the other hand, where the vocational system is relatively decentralized, data on participation are modest, and little is collected by the national government. Similarly, in Canada, which is highly decentralized at the provincial level, national aggregations are difficult to find. Taken on their own terms, however, national counts of program participation are more likely to be available than other types of data on vocational education.


Across the G-7 countries, vocational education and training occur largely at the upper secondary or postsecondary level. Table 3.1 describes participation in and graduation from upper secondary and postsecondary education. The table does not include data for the United States because students are not formally categorized as vocational students and there is no generally accepted definition of a vocational student. In interpreting this table, it is important to understand that the duration of upper secondary education and the age range of students enrolled at this level vary from country to country. Further, table 3.1 may overestimate enrollments by type of curriculum because some students actually enroll twice—first undertaking coursework in a general curriculum, and second, after completing the general curriculum, in a vocational program. For example, in Germany, enrollments seem to exceed 100 percent of the age group theoretically eligible to attend at this level, because so many students outside the theoretical limits of the enrollment age have undertaken formal studies in more than one curriculum. 


An important finding is worth noting: most countries fall into one of two groups—those that have large proportions of upper secondary-level students participating in vocational education programs (France, Germany, and Italy), and those that do not (Canada, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States). This finding is useful because it says something about national education policy at this level of schooling. In fact, it may seem somewhat surprising that these highly developed countries appear to have such different vocational education participation profiles. 


�
Beyond these general predispositions, the data become confounded. Data reported for the United States refer to public school graduates, whereas the data from other countries refer to enrolled students. In contrast to table 3.2, table 3.3 estimates the proportion of students in other countries who completed upper secondary certificates in the general or vocational curriculum. Note that the general distributions are similar to those for enrollments; however, the table does not take into account persons outside the specified age groups who might complete programs at a later point.


Table 3.3—Number of public and private upper secondary graduates per 100 persons aged 17 in educational systems in G-7 countries: 1991


�
�
�
�
�
��Country�
�Graduates from�general programs�
Graduates from vocational and technical education�
�
�
Canada�
	72.5�
	0�
�
�
France�
	30.8�
	45.0�
�
�
Germany (West)1�
	24.2�
	93.1�
�
�
Italy2�
	18.2�
	32.6�
�
�
Japan1�
	66.4�
	24.7�
�
�
United Kingdom�
	58.5�
	15.9�
�
�
United States�
	—�
	—�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
—Not available.


1Data reflect the fact that many students take examinations in both curricula.


218-year-olds.





SOURCE:  Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Center for Educational Research and Innovation, Education at a Glance (Paris: OECD, 1993), 176.





Data for the United States were especially difficult to derive because education is decentralized. Obtaining comparable data on the United States to produce national estimates requires using standardized national definitions—definitions that have proven difficult to implement in the past. As noted above, unlike many other countries, upper secondary schools in the United States do not formally categorize students as academic or vocational. For the purposes of this report, three definitions were developed for table 3.2. All of the definitions are based on the proportions of students graduating from high school who took certain numbers of credits or certain proportions of their coursework in specific labor market preparation in seven major vocational fields—agricultural and renewable resources, business, marketing, health, occupational home economics and services, trade and industry, and technical and communications. (See Gifford, Hoachlander, and Tuma 1989 for an extended discussion of the classification scheme.) The amounts of coursework students take in such classes offer one way of defining “vocational concentrators.”


�
The three definitions in table 3.2 are as follows:


•	Definition A: This is an estimate of the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who completed 4.00 or more Carnegie units in specific labor market preparation courses. On average, 1990 high school graduates completed a total of 23.5 Carnegie units during their secondary school careers (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement 1993, 90).


•	Definition B: This is an estimate of the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who took 20 percent or more of all credits in specific labor market preparation courses.


•	Definition C: This is an estimate of the percentage of 1990 public high school graduates who took 30 percent or more of all credits in specific labor market preparation courses. It is the most restrictive definition.


As table 3.2 shows, these definitions result in quite different estimates. However, under all the definitions, it is apparent that secondary schools in the United States are oriented toward academic preparation, whether students are college bound or not, and that relatively few students concentrate in vocational education, compared with France, Germany, and Italy. This is confirmed in table 3.3, which shows the percentages of upper secondary graduates in each G-7 country completing general programs, compared with those earning vocational or technical diplomas.


Comparisons at the postsecondary level, as opposed to those at the upper secondary level, yield quite different conclusions. Table 3.4 provides a comparison of the fields of study of 18-year-olds entering postsecondary education. In this table, “nonuniversity” students refer to those who are studying curriculum that is technical or applied, rather than academic. The difficulty here is that not all countries distinguish university and nonuniversity curricula in the same way. For example, nursing, teaching, and engineering are considered university studies in some countries, but nonuniversity studies in others. Recognizing the problem associated with the ways in which fields of study are classified, these data must be interpreted with care. For example, the United States and Japan, which were both more likely to have upper secondary-level enrollments concentrated in the general or academic curriculum than were other countries (see tables in chapter 2), have high proportions of 18-year-olds entering the postsecondary applied curriculum. This suggests that some countries might tend to defer vocational training to the postsecondary level, or give students an opportunity to undertake technical training at a later point in their school careers. However, in the United States this might occur because of the large population of 18-year-olds participating in postsecondary education. The proportion of 18-year-old postsecondary students enrolled in “nonuniversities” in the United States seems typical for a G-7 country.


�
Table 3.4—Entering students in full-time public or private postsecondary education per 100 persons aged 18, by type of curriculum: 1991


��Country�
�“Nonuniversity”�postsecondary�
�University�postsecondary�
Nonuniversity�as a percent of total postsecondary�
�
Canada�
	—�
	—�
	—�
�
France�
15.3�
29.0�
34.5�
�
Germany (West)1�
11.4�
31.2�
26.8�
�
Italy2�
—�
35.8�
—�
�
Japan�
28.8�
24.3�
54.2�
�
United Kingdom�
7.5�
20.2�
27.1�
�
United States�
26.5�
38.3�
40.9�
�
—Not available.


118- and 19-year-olds.


219-year-olds.





SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Center for Educational Research and Innovation, Education at a Glance (Paris: OECD, 1993), 126.











Tables 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4 represent much of the international effort to compile relatively comparable cross-national comparisons of student participation in and completion of school-based vocational education and training. In contrast, table 3.5 refers back to government ministry data reported in chapter 2. In this table, national definitions of what constitutes vocational education and training prevail. At the same time, the basic proposition is sustained: at the upper secondary level, G-7 countries can be characterized by “high” or “low” participation levels in the vocational upper secondary school-based curriculum.


�
[Table 3.5 here]


�
Indicator 2: Data on Vocational Student Supply and Demand


Data on vocational enrollments by curricula and on demand for students by area of specialization are sparse. It would be reasonable to expect that education authorities make some effort to attract students into occupational clusters that are in demand or that are highly valued in terms of perceived future opportunities. To determine whether or to what degree this is the case, it would be necessary to track the supply of and demand for students completing programs in each occupational cluster. Data in this area, as summarized in table 3.6, are fragmented and incomplete. Germany tracks the demand for young workers because apprenticeship opportunities and new training contracts are closely linked to current and emerging business needs. For example, German data on the supply of and demand for training places, the number of unplaced training applicants, and vacant training places are reported annually. In addition, data are also used to follow trends in enrollments by subject area over time. This provides some clues regarding the types of jobs students think will lead to employment (to the extent that students enroll in vocational programs because they believe their labor force prospects will be enhanced). 


Other countries, notably Japan, also track vocational (nonacademic) students at secondary and postsecondary levels by type of curriculum specialization. Again, this provides an over-time perspective on the kinds of occupations in which students believe there will be opportunities. These data, however, do not seem to be linked to any system monitoring the demand for graduates across occupational clusters.


In the United States, data from both the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) provide an indication of course-taking patterns among public high school graduates engaged in vocational education studies. At the postsecondary level, elements of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) provide cross-sectional information on participation in vocational curricula.


Generally, at the postsecondary but not the upper secondary level, most G-7 countries publish data on degree and certificate recipients by type of curriculum. This, however, does not capture the supply–demand perspective of the labor force that seems important to most vocational education and training program strategies.


Even the available data are difficult to interpret. While course specialization clusters from country to country may appear to be nominally related (for example, health occupations and agriculture), it is impossible to ascertain whether similar skills are taught, or similar employment outcomes are anticipated for students completing a particular curriculum cluster. In G-7 countries, the vocational education student pipeline and labor force demand by curriculum cluster are difficult to determine.


�
[Table 3.6 here]


�
Indicator 3: Labor Force Outcomes


Data on labor force outcomes among participants and completers of vocational education and training programs come exclusively from the national level; no data have been published by international agencies. As part of general household surveys, most G-7 countries collect some data about educational attainment and schooling history, employment status and history, and earnings. In most instances, this is done periodically, as with the Current Population Survey Education Supplement and the Survey of Income and Program Participation in the United States. However, data specifically linking employment and earnings to participation in or completion of vocational programs are not often available. Appendix A describes some of the major surveys in G-7 countries that include information about employment status, income, and education. Describing studies of labor force outcomes among participants in vocational education and training programs would require considerable country-by-country analysis. There are a few cross-national studies of the outcomes of program participation and the returns to vocational students. Tan (1991), for example, attempted to use data from surveys in Australia, the United States, and Great Britain to calculate and compare returns across countries. The complexity of these outcome phenomena, however, has discouraged country-to-country comparisons.


Table 3.7 summarizes several studies that focus on labor force outcomes among vocational students. While different things are measured from study to study, there is clearly interest at the national level in describing employment outcomes for students after they complete their studies. Generally, the studies reported in table 3.7 reflect real concern about the problems that students may face in finding employment in the short run after completing their education, as well as the capacity of the labor market to absorb new workers in the fields for which they are trained. As demonstrated in the table, not all countries are equally successful. In some countries for which data are available, vocational students find immediate placements after completing coursework and achieve certification at higher rates than in other countries (although this says nothing about long-term success in the labor market). It is important to understand, however, that these are not all general population studies, and that some of the data are focused on particular populations or cohorts, such as the data from the United States and the United Kingdom.


Without doubt, however, labor force outcomes are a matter of great concern across the �G-7. While this has not resulted in a significant cross-national dialogue, many government-sponsored surveys are conducted according to strict data collection standards, which might be examined. Further, there might also be grounds for enhancing some of these surveys with questions and analyses that are of interest cross-nationally so that direct comparisons of populations across countries could be made in the future.


�
[Table 3.7 here]


�
Enhancing Data Collection and Improving the Quality and Availability of Comparable Cross-National Data on Key Vocational Education and Training Indicators


There is a paucity of comparable cross-national data on vocational education and training programs in G-7 countries and little, if any, data on special populations, such as students with disabilities and limited English proficiency. As American policymakers and school practitioners continue to evaluate ways of producing a skilled labor force prepared for the challenges of the 21st century, there is a pressing need for more information about vocational education and training programs in other countries and a real interest in understanding how well other “models” of training and preparation have worked. One important aspect of such inquiry involves comparisons of vocational education and training programs among our chief economic competitors. This concluding section discusses possible approaches to enhancing the level of information on each of the three indicators described in this chapter.


Indicator 1: Vocational Education Program Participation


Data on vocational education participation rates are essential and amenable to analysis by international organizations. The INES project of OECD represents an example of a forum for enhancing data and data comparability of this type. 


An improved indicator of vocational participation requires achieving agreement on which programs in each country are to be considered part of the vocational education system (among European nations, work in this area has been done by the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training); distinguishing data on vocational–technical schooling from data on apprenticeships; and differentiating data on student enrollments from data on program completers in each program. To produce more detail on a participation indicator, sources of information within each G-7 country could be used (see Appendix A), recognizing that this would leave some issues of comparability unresolved. For instance, general household surveys in Canada (General Social Survey), Germany (Microzensus), and the United Kingdom (General Household Survey) are data sets that are somewhat similar to the Current Population Survey in the United States. Each collect some information on the educational history of individuals 15 years and older. Analysts could examine specific items pertaining to vocational education participation and program completion and could encourage cooperative exchange of such information among governments.


Indicator 2: Vocational Student Supply and Demand


Of the three types of indicators, supply and demand issues have received the least attention in the international forum. Nonetheless, this type of indicator is significant because it provides a particularly helpful way of understanding how responsive the vocational education system is to labor force needs and opportunities. To date, these kinds of data have not been collected in a cross-national setting, and little data could be found from national sources. For many reasons—e.g., differences in how occupations are grouped from vocational education system to system, and differences in the level and type of work for which credentials in different countries prepare students—cross-national comparability would be very difficult to achieve.


Even so, a cooperative research effort among a few countries might define how such data could be organized. This would provide a way of describing the vocational education “pipeline” from country to country, as well as the fit between student preparation and the needs of the labor force.


Indicator 3: Labor Market Outcomes


Given the differences in vocational systems across the G-7, there is no common metric against which to compare labor market outcomes of students completing programs. To achieve a comparable measure, it would be necessary to attempt some sort of “crosswalk” that would define which programs are generally alike from country to country, both in terms of objectives and the skills students are expected to have acquired upon program completion. On this basis, the employment and wage outcomes (adjusted for parity) of program completers could be compared, to the extent that such data are collected at the national level. A small-scale project, through an institution such as OECD, would represent an appropriate venue for developing the indicator. Such an effort would be especially useful because it would provide a perspective on the degree to which those completing particular kinds of vocational credentials are able to find a productive place in the labor force.


Conclusion


Because of the complexity of the vocational systems in G-7 countries, the development of any indicator such as the ones described in this report would require 1) substantial development efforts by international organizations and, in some cases, a financial commitment on the part of participating nations to collect data; and 2) careful reflection about the utility of a given indicator. While international organizations rely on national government ministries to provide data, they are well situated to synthesize and report data across countries with very different education systems. Further, given the differences in the systems that have been described here, international organizations represent the best forum in which to capture comprehensive portraits of the larger school-to-work transition environment and how it differs from country to country.


Each of the three indicators described in this report would require a significant development effort by an international organization. For instance, the indicator on student supply and demand would require a substantial financial commitment on the part of participating countries to collect additional data. All G-7 countries have information that could inform these indicators (see Appendix A). However, these sources have not necessarily been applied in a cross-national framework. As a result, to elaborate the indicators, cooperation at both national and international levels would be necessary. Data-related requirements for each indicator are most appropriately defined with international agreement, and data sets must be compared country by country to determine commonalities and differences in terms of what is collected and available. To the extent that national sources could provide some or all of the necessary data in a relatively comparable fashion, the indicators could be elaborated, even though this might require a substantial commitment. From the evidence compiled in this report, data on participation and measures of student outcomes could be derived from existing data collections in most G-7 countries. In contrast, data on vocational education student supply and demand have received only modest attention, and in only a few G-7 countries. A considerable data collection commitment at the national level in each country would be required to support the development of this indicator.


The utility of indicators on international vocational education needs to be carefully scrutinized since, as this report has carefully detailed, the systems of vocational education differ considerably across the G-7 countries. Of the three indicators described, the participation indicator is perhaps the most amenable to cross-national analysis, and a reasonable degree of data comparability might be achieved. In addition, the participation indicator reflects the degree to which vocational education is used as a training vehicle in G-7 countries.
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