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Introduction

“In studying foreign systems of education
we should not forget that the things out-
side the schools matter even more than
the things inside the schools, and govern
and interpret the things inside. We can-
not wander at pleasure among the edu-
cational systems of the world, like a child
strolling through a garden, and pick off a
flower from one bush and some leaves
from another, and then expect that if we
stick what we have gathered into the soil
at home, we shall have a living plant. A
national system of education is a living
thing, the outcome of forgotten struggles
and ‘of battles long ago’. It has in it some
of the secret workings of national life.”

(Sadler, in: Phillips 1993, p. 15)

One would think that this quote came
from the early nineties when there was a
vivid discussion on education reform in
the United States. Interest in European
educational systems, especially the Ger-
man ‘dual system’, was one common as-
pect in the debate on the loss of a skilled
labour force. However this quote was by
Michael Sadler, a member of the English
Board of Education from 1895 to 1903. At
the end of the 19th century and the be-
ginning of the 20th, interest in the Ger-
man education system was very high, not
only in Britain but also in the United
States. This interest was influenced by
German immigrants who knew the Ger-
man apprenticeship system and tried to
revitalise a structured apprenticeship pro-
gramme. Supported by employer organi-
sations, unions and representatives of the
education system, these efforts resulted
in the National Apprenticeship Act of
1937, often called the Fitzgerald Act. Af-
ter the Second World War there was the
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need to integrate veterans into the work
force and society. Thus new federal pro-
grammes were set up to invest more
money in vocational education and new
legislation was established to open ap-
prenticeship programmes for adults. Un-
til the early 1970s there was only little
interest by policy-makers and research-
ers in vocational education. However, the
growing problem of youth unemployment
attracted national interest in vocational
education. In 1973 Congress passed the
Comprehensive Employment and Train-
ing Act (CETA) which was succeeded by
the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA).

The 1983 publication of ‘A Nation at Risk’
focused on the effects of inadequate edu-
cation of US workers on the nation’s
economy and can be seen as the starting
point of the current debate on education
reform. The proponents of a change in
the education system looked to the Ger-
man and Japanese system where the
workplace plays a crucial role in voca-
tional education. After the inauguration
of President Clinton his secretary of labor,
Robert Reich, endeavoured to establish a
comprehensive school-to-work system so
as to improve the occupational qualifica-
tion of young people. His efforts resulted
in the School-to-Work Opportunities Act
of 1994.

This article examines the history of voca-
tional education in the United States and
its impact on recent reforms.

History of vocational
education

Vocational education and training in the
United States is a highly fragmented and

In the early 1990s there was
a shift in the attention of
the education reform move-
ment in the United States.
Because of the economic
situation the focus was di-
rected towards vocational
training and the connection
between education and eco-
nomic competitiveness.
Employers needed a skilled
workforce for their restruc-
turing processes. Instead of
designing a new job train-
ing programme reform-ori-
ented politicians, educators
and employers demanded a
new systemic approach to
the whole complex of voca-
tional education.
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complex system which one can divide into
four main areas where it takes place:

a) high schools
b) two-year colleges
c) on-the-job training
d) apprenticeship

In all of these areas one can find differ-
ent forms of vocational education regard-
ing the learning situation, specialisation
and organisation.

High School

The high school system was set up at the
end of the 18th century and the begin-
ning of the 19th century. In the first pe-
riod the efforts of the colonial states were
focused on the establishment of a com-
prehensive elementary school system.
After the Civil War there was a movement
to build a system of “free public second-
ary schools supported by public taxation,
publicly controlled, open to all” (Barlow,
in: Münch 1989). However, some opposed
paying taxes for free public schooling.
This opposition was overcome by a deci-
sion of the Michigan Supreme Court in
1874.

Vocational education was first established
in private high schools in the second half
of the 19th century. These schools offered
vocational courses like accounting, ste-
nography and machine typing. One could
say that the first high schools were set up
to prepare their students for a business
life. It was only later that the priority
shifted to the preparation for college.
Nonetheless many high schools retained
their business programmes, for example
high schools in Boston, Philadelphia, St.
Louis, Washington DC and New Haven.
After the introduction of compulsory
school attendance for older students in
many states, the percentage of high school
graduates going to college was diminish-
ing. Therefore, the curriculum had to
change to take the new situation of a great
number of non college-bound graduates
into account.

In 1917 Congress passed the Smith-
Hughes Act which promoted vocational
education in high schools. The federal
government offered financial incentives
for setting up vocational programmes.
Most courses were related to agriculture

and home economics. However, voca-
tional education played only a minor role
in high schools until the beginning of the
1960s.

Two-year colleges

One can draw a clear line between four-
year and two-year colleges regarding their
main purposes. The first has an academic
orientation, the latter focuses on occupa-
tional qualifications. On the other hand,
the distinction between the two institu-
tions is blurred since two-year college
students can easily continue their educa-
tion in a four-year college and get credits
for their courses. Therefore, enrolment in
a two-year college does not mean that one
is committed to end one’s studies after
two years.

The development of two-year colleges
cannot be distinguished from the history
of the American university system. They
are only one variant of this system devel-
oped from an identical historical process.
Their roots can be traced back to the jun-
ior colleges which prepared their students
for academic studies at university. Thus,
the purpose and content of their pro-
grammes were directed towards deepen-
ing and broadening students’ general edu-
cation. The Morrill Act 1862 was an im-
portant precondition for the establishment
of new colleges offering programmes in
agricultural and technical studies. In 1900
there were only eight private two-year col-
leges. The first public junior college was
set up in 1902.

During the following years, junior colleges
gradually extended their curricula by in-
troducing occupational qualification pro-
grammes, whereas the newly established
community and technical colleges focused
on these programmes right from the be-
ginning. However, there was always a
combination of occupational and aca-
demic orientation which is mirrored in
special transfer courses for students want-
ing to continue their education. This might
be an aspect of the American belief in
equality of opportunity where an open
system theoretically offers the chance for
everyone to develop their individual per-
sonality.

The number of students enrolled in two-
year colleges increased after Congress

“Vocational education was
first established in private
high schools in the second
half of the 19th century.(…)
However, vocational educa-
tion played only a minor
role in high schools until
the beginning of the 1960s.”

“(…) two-year colleges (…)
focus on occupational
qualifications.(…) At the
end of the 1970s there were
more than four million two-
year college students. This
success was due to two-
year colleges filling the gap
between increasing demand
for skilled labour and a
lack of sufficient appren-
ticeship programmes.”



VOCATIONAL TRAINING NO. 23 EUROPEAN JOURNAL

Cedefop

29

passed the Vocational Education Act 1963
which offered matching funds to improve
vocational education programmes in the
states. At the end of the 1970s there were
more than four million two-year college
students. This success was due to two-
year colleges filling the gap between in-
creasing demand for skilled labour and a
lack of sufficient apprenticeship pro-
grammes.

On-the-job training

“Employee training is an amorphous func-
tion. It is conducted and managed and
accounted for in many different ways, by
many different kinds of organizations.”
(Feuer, in: Münch 1989) Because this kind
of vocational education is done in a highly
informal way it is very difficult to classify
certain characteristics. Furthermore, due
to this diverse structure there is a lack of
comprehensive research on this topic.
At the beginning of this century Taylor
invented his scientific management ap-
proach to organising work, inspired by
industrial needs of efficiency and the idea
of analysing work into its simplest ele-
ments. By organising work in this way
industry did not need a broadly skilled
labour force, but workers trained in one
specific function. Furthermore, the costs
for on-the-job training were much lower
than the investment in an apprenticeship
programme. Therefore, on-the-job train-
ing developed out of the industrial organi-
sation of mass production and became the
most important kind of initial vocational
education for the non college-bound
young people.

Apprenticeship programmes

The idea of apprenticeship programmes
were brought to the United States by Brit-
ish and German immigrants. During the
time of British America, apprenticeship
was mandated by the Statute of Artificers
of 1563 which stipulated an apprentice-
ship term of seven years or longer and
established guilds to administer and en-
force the law. By contrast to the British
experience, guilds could never reach the
same importance in the American colo-
nies since ongoing immigration, skilled
labour scarcity and the rural character of
the economy inhibited their full develop-
ment. The absence of an appropriate in-
stitution to regulate apprenticeship pro-

grammes might be one reason for its de-
cline in the United States. Moreover, there
was a significant runaway problem in
colonial times which intensified after in-
dependence. Between 1783 and 1799, 12
states passed new apprenticeship laws
focusing on the runaway problem. De-
spite such measures, the market and in-
stitutional environment did not promote
apprenticeship programmes because geo-
graphic mobility, especially the opportu-
nity of western settlement, and the spread
of an ideology of personal liberty made
enforcement of indenture commitments
more difficult. The laws had no practical
impact since they did not apply across
the states, thus apprentices could escape
by crossing state borders.  Additionally,
employers showed little interest in legally
enforcing an unwilling apprentice to serve
out a full term. Therefore, US firms em-
ploying apprentices changed the system
by introducing special payment schemes
with bonds and bonuses ranged from $100
to $200. This practice was an alternative
means for employers to secure training
investments and minimise risk. Further-
more, the new arrangements shifted the
investment risks from employer to em-
ployee. However, the money was insuffi-
cient to deter runaways effectively; “a
bonus of one to two hundred dollars at
the end of an apprenticeship ...is too far
away, and figures out but insignificantly
when reduced to the hour basis.” (Becker,
in: Elbaum 1989) In addition, the incen-
tive for employers to find an effective
solution to the runaway problem was di-
minished by the fact that the demand for
skilled labour could be met by well-
trained immigrants. With growing indus-
trialisation the demand for a system of
apprenticeship training including both
classroom and on-the-job training in-
creased. The Commission on Industrial
Education of the National Association of
Manufacturers (NAM) recommended such
a system in 1910. The large number of
German immigrants in Wisconsin led to
an early interest in a comprehensive ap-
prenticeship system. In 1911 the Compre-
hensive Apprenticeship Law was passed,
establishing a compulsory trade school
attendance. Critics argued that public laws
would eliminate existing apprenticeship
programmes because employers did not
like to be bound by state regulation, and
if one looks at the number of apprentices
in Wisconsin in 1931, when only 73 ap-

“(…) on-the-job training de-
veloped out of the indus-
trial organisation of mass
production and became the
most important kind of ini-
tial vocational education
for the non college-bound
young people.”

“(…) apprenticeship pro-
grammes were brought to
the United States by British
and German immigrants.
(…) guilds could never
reach the same importance
in the American colonies
since ongoing immigration,
skilled labour scarcity and
the rural character of the
economy inhibited their full
development. The absence
of an appropriate institu-
tion to regulate apprentice-
ship programmes might be
one reason for its decline in
the United States. Moreover,
there was a significant
runaway problem (…)
which intensified after in-
dependence.”
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prentices were still employed, they might
have been right.

After the First World War the US economy
experienced a boom period with grow-
ing demand for skilled labour which had
to be met by own sources as immigration
fell. A coalition of employer organisations,
trade unions, representatives of the edu-
cation system and government agencies
forced the federal government to augment
efforts to improve vocational education.
One result was the National Apprentice-
ship Act 1937, a model of brevity since
the law contains just five paragraphs. The
prescribed government role includes the
development of apprenticeship standards
with industry. These standards relate to
equal employment opportunities require-
ments, wage rates to be paid to appren-
tices, and ratios of apprentices to jour-
neymen at the worksite. During that pe-
riod the basic structure of the apprentice-
ship system shifted from protection of the
employer’s investment to protection of the
employee. The system was now domi-
nated by trade unions, and for most em-
ployers apprenticeship was more costly
than its alternatives, not because of train-
ing expenditures but the legal obligations
to honour contracts while economic cir-
cumstances had become unfavourable.

Instead of investing money in apprentice-
ship programmes employers used public
and private trade schools for gaining
skilled labour and by doing so transferred
the involved investment risks to trainees
and the general public. After World War
II vocational education and apprentice-
ship were opened for veterans by pas-
sage of new laws. Due to this institutional
change the apprenticeship system was
gradually transformed from a youth-based
into an adult-based training system. Ac-
cording to the US Department of Labor’s
Bureau of Apprenticeship, only about 2
million people have completed appren-
ticeship since 1950.

To categorise the four different strands
of vocational education one has to look
at their specific learning structure. Voca-
tional education in high schools and two-
year colleges is mainly school-based
whereas on-the-job training and appren-
t iceship programmes focus on the
workplace. However, work-based learn-
ing as part of vocational education pro-

grammes can be found in high school and
two-year college courses, even though
work-based learning is generally less im-
portant than classroom teaching and there
are no comprehensive concepts of alter-
nating learning. By contrast, on-the-job
training contains no classroom teaching.
The apprenticeship system is the approach
in which the concept of alternating learn-
ing is best established. However, this sys-
tem remains the smallest form of training
in the US.

Recent developments
in vocational education

In 1983 the National Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education published its report
‘A Nation at Risk’, which had a profound
influence on the general public regard-
ing education reform, “Our Nation is at
risk. Our once unchallenged pre-emi-
nence in commerce, industry, science, and
technological innovation is being over-
taken by competitors throughout the
world (...) We report to the American peo-
ple that while we can take justifiable pride
in what our schools and colleges have his-
torically accomplished and contributed to
the United States and the well-being of
its people, the educational foundations of
our society are presently being eroded by
a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens
our very future as a Nation and a people.
What was unimaginable a generation ago
has begun to occur - others are matching
and surpassing our educational attain-
ments.”

While the initial focus of the education
reform movement was on secondary edu-
cation and the traditional American high
school with its curriculum preparing stu-
dents for a college career, attention shifted
to vocational education in the early 1990s,
when the connection between education
and economic competitiveness became
clearer. Employers argued that the school
system failed to provide high school gradu-
ates with the skil ls needed for the
workplace. The underlying argument was
that business needs flexible workers with
analytical and basic skills to remain com-
petitive. Moreover, there was a change in
the attitude to education reform, namely,
a growing demand for a new systematic
approach instead of adding a new job train-
ing programme to the existing bundle.

“After World War II voca-
tional education and ap-
prenticeship were opened
for veterans by passage of
new laws. Due to this insti-
tutional change the appren-
ticeship system was gradu-
ally transformed from a
youth-based into an adult-
based training system. Ac-
cording to the US Depart-
ment of Labor’s Bureau of
Apprenticeship, only about
2 million people have com-
pleted apprenticeship since
1950.”

“In 1983 the National Com-
mission on Excellence in
Education published its re-
port ‘A Nation at Risk’,
which had a profound in-
fluence on the general pub-
lic regarding education re-
form (…). While the initial
focus of the education re-
form movement was on sec-
ondary education and the
traditional American high
school with its curriculum
preparing students for a
college career, attention
shifted to vocational educa-
tion in the early 1990s,
when the connection be-
tween education and eco-
nomic competitiveness be-
came clearer.”
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In searching for a systems model, reform-
ers looked to the education systems of
their economic competitors, especially
Germany. “Just as Germany had been held
up as the ‘best model’ at the beginning of
this century it once again became the pri-
mary standard bearer for possible repli-
cation in the United States.” (Wills, 1997)
The German ‘dual system’ with its inte-
gration of work-based and school-based
learning seemed to provide the German
economy with a pool of high-skilled work-
ers. The concept of institutional linkage
between school and workplace was seen
to be the solution so as to motivate non
college-bound young people to stay in
school and hence decrease the drop-out
rate. Furthermore, the alternating ap-
proach to learning should enhance the
maturity of the students by exposing them
to the ‘real world of work’. However, the
question is whether the institutions, or
maybe the culture for establishing such a
formalised vocational education system as
the German ‘dual system’, can be devel-
oped in the United States. Referring to
Sadler and his quote at the turn of this
century one should not forget, that “in
studying foreign systems of education…
the things outside the schools matter even
more than the things inside the schools…”
(Phillips, 1993).

The German ‘dual system’ is based on a
set of unique features: centralised em-
ployer associations and unions, mandate
of the federal government to regulate vo-
cational education, existence of manda-
tory training standards, and a consensus
on the need of a high-quality training sys-
tem among all stakeholders. The US lacks
all of these features, except the last one,
although the consensus is more about the
need for a skilled labour force rather than
the way to achieve it. Probably the key
problem in establishing a comprehensive
system is the non-existence of a man-
date of the US federal government re-
garding vocational education. By con-
trast, the German federal government
assumed responsibility for the company
training of apprenticeships in 1969. In
the US all states have constitutional au-
thority to fund and provide education in
cooperation with the local communities.
The federal government can set policy
for the states to follow, but states have
tremendous flexibility in operating pro-
grammes.

School-to-Work Opportunities Act
1994

The same idea is mirrored in the School-
to-Work Opportunities Act 1994, the lat-
est attempt to establish a comprehensive
training system as part of a work force
development strategy. This federal legis-
lation was supplemented by two other
major laws: Goals 2000: Educate America
Act and National Skills Standard Act. The
key linkage between a strategy of chang-
ing the system and different institutions
at federal, state and local levels was the
development of skill and academic stand-
ards. Those standards should ensure qual-
ity, indicate goals and promote change.
Standards so important in a decentralised
system because they can build on the re-
spective strength of all institutions - pub-
lic and private - engaged in the educa-
tion and training system and combine dif-
ferent efforts to achieve a common out-
come. Moreover, a system of skill stand-
ards is the basis for portable credentials
recognised by employers. To facilitate
employer recognition, however, skill
standards have to be nationally manda-
tory to ensure that a certificate from Cali-
fornia can be equally compared with one
from Maine. If skill standards are volun-
tary and each state can set up its own,
employers cannot easily compare differ-
ent state credentials and hence will only
partially take training credentials into con-
sideration in their decision to hire a per-
son. This would diminish the value of
further education and vocational training.
However, that is only important for inter-
state labour mobility since a state-centred
system of skill standards could provide
security for employers’ recruitment deci-
sions within the state and the local com-
munity.

To establish portable, industry-recog-
n ised credent ia l s  a l l  the d i f fe rent
stakeholders, like employer associations,
trade unions, education institutions, and
governmental agencies have to take part
in this process. The National Skill Stand-
ards Act established a National Skill
Standards Board (NSSB) to construct a
voluntary system of skill standards effect-
ing all institutions concerned with worker
skills. Firstly the board had to identify
broad occupational clusters where skill
standards could be adopted. The major
problem of the NSSB is that it does not

“In searching for a systems
model, reformers looked to
the education systems of
their economic competi-
tors, especially Germany.
(…) The German ‘dual sys-
tem’ is based on a set of
unique features: central-
ised employer associations
and unions, mandate of the
federal government to regu-
late vocational education,
existence of mandatory
training standards, and a
consensus on the need of a
high-quality training sys-
tem among all stakehol-
ders. The US lacks all of
these features, except the
last one, although the con-
sensus is more about the
need for a skilled labour
force rather than the way
to achieve it.”
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have the authority to issue mandatory
skill standards, but only recommenda-
tions which can be used by institutions
of higher education, employers, trade as-
sociations and trade unions.

Despite the fact that skill standards have
a critical role in changing the system, the
constitutional authority of the states re-
garding education makes it difficult to es-
tablish a nationwide system of skill stand-
ards which allows employers to use rec-
ognised credentials as a key element in
the recruitment decision process and pro-
vide an incentive for young people to
obtain them.

Without portable, recognised credentials
there is no incentive for many high school
drop-outs to continue education and get
some kind of skill certificate as often it
does not increase their employability.
“Employers rarely consider the high
school records of applicants (...) And high
school students’ awareness that they will
end up initially in the same type of jobs
(often the same job) that they have had
before graduation stifles incentives to
work hard in school.” (Bailey, 1995a).

National Skill Standards Act

The National Skill Standards Act is to sup-
plement the School-to-Work Opportuni-
ties Act that establishes a framework based
on three main components within which
each state can develop its own school-to-
work transition programme that is best
suited to its local needs. These compo-
nents are: school-based learning, work-
based learning and activities that connect
both concepts to a comprehensive strat-
egy for all students, not just those in vo-
cational education. Due to the broad defi-
nition of how the programmes should be
designed this legislation is not to estab-
lish one ‘best practice’, but rather pro-
motes a variety of different school-to-work
approaches, for example tech-prep pro-
grammes, cooperative education, and
youth apprenticeship. All of these pro-
grammes link academic and vocational
content, and sometimes secondary and
post-secondary education. New coopera-
tion between high schools and commu-
nity colleges is to be encouraged to pro-
mote continuing learning. Furthermore,
the idea of work-based learning forces
schools to seek links with employers to

set up planned workplace training. This
gives students the chance to build a rela-
tionship with an employer and motivates
them to stay in school since they perceive
the importance of academic learning for
the workplace. The risk of dropping out
of high school is further reduced by of-
fering a recognised credential that im-
proves the employability.

Barriers to change

However, what are the barriers that im-
pede a systemic change? What are the
weaknesses of the School-to-Work Act?
There are three major institutional com-
ponents which have an impact on educa-
tion reform, especially vocational train-
ing. Firstly, employer and trade union
cooperation is crucial for the implemen-
tation and success of new training pro-
grammes and change in the education
system. Second, government institutions
and the relation of federal, state and lo-
cal authorities determine the administra-
tion and organisation of training pro-
grammes. Finally, teachers and parents
influence the practice of education pro-
grammes, for example courses offered,
teaching and student participation.

To establish a large scale school-to-work
system, the participation of a majority of
employers is a key factor for success
since employers have to offer workplace
training places for a large number of high
school students. There are three incen-
tives for an employer to take part in such
a training system: philanthropic, indi-
vidual and collective motivation. A phil-
anthropic motivation implies employers
provide training places because they see
it as a commitment to helping their com-
munities and as a corporate responsibil-
ity. Despite its importance at an early
stage of employer involvement, a purely
philanthropic motivation would not be
adequate to sustain a large and intense
work-based education system. Employer
participation in work-based training pro-
grammes might be driven by an indi-
vidual motivation since employers could
benefit from better public relations, a
source of low-cost labour and future re-
cruitment. Public relations benefits can
be achieved with a small number of
placements which do not necessarily re-
quire well established training arrange-
ments. The special wage for participat-

“Despite the fact that skill
standards have a critical
role in changing the system,
the constitutional authority
of the states regarding edu-
cation makes it difficult to
establish a nationwide sys-
tem of skill standards (…)”

“The National Skill Stand-
ards Act is to supplement
the School-to-Work Oppor-
tunities Act that establishes
a framework based on
three main components
within which each state can
develop its own school-to-
work transition pro-
gramme that is best suited
to its local needs. These
components are: school-
based learning, work-based
learning and activities that
connect both concepts to a
comprehensive strategy for
all students, not just those
in vocational education.”
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ing students might be an important in-
centive for smaller businesses to fill part-
time positions with students instead of
employing a higher paid adult worker.
Some US employers said they saw school-
to-work programmes as “a good way to
get good, lower-paid part-time help.”
(Lynn/Wills, in: Bailey, 1995b) However,
in youth apprenticeships which require
much more employer involvement than
other cooperative education program-
mes, the high supervisory cost for ap-
prentices is a greater barrier to par-
ticipation than the cost of the trainee
wages. Therefore, the significance of su-
pervisory costs cannot be overestimated
for the establishment of professional
workplace training places.

The third motivation for an employer to
participate in work-based education is the
opportunity to recruit future workers.
Certain features of the US youth labour
market, such as the high turnover among
young workers, discourage employers to
invest in training for students. In addi-
tion, since the school-to-work pro-
grammes should avoid establishing a
tracking-system where good students pre-
pare for college and less successful stu-
dents join vocational programmes, em-
ployers do not have a guarantee that
trained students will stay in the firm and
not continue further education at a col-
lege. Moreover, employers have different
options for recruiting and screening ap-
plicants and thus do not rely on work-
based education in this respect.

Finally, the common argument for reform-
ing the education system is the lack of
skilled workers. It is in the interest of in-
dustries to promote the development of
a skilled labour force. Whereas individual
employers are reluctant to invest in train-
ing of young people, this could be the
area of a collective action. However, there
has to be an appropriate institutional
framework through which collective in-
terests can be articulated and regulated.
Otherwise, individual firms could benefit
from a pool of qualified skilled workers
even if they did not participate in the sys-
tem. Therefore each collective action has
to overcome the ‘free rider’ problem. As
in the German apprenticeship system one
needs to have strong intermediary organi-
sations to force individual firms to take
part in training programmes.

To sum up, strong employer participation
in a large scale school-to-work system
cannot be attained since neither individual
nor collective motivation can overcome
the problems of training cost - especially
supervisory costs, ‘free rider’ behaviour
and the lack of an institutional framework
to regulate collective interests. Further-
more, employers can fall back on alter-
native options to solve their skilled la-
bour demand by employing trained adult
workers and upgrading the skills of their
employees.

A second impediment to establishing a
large scale school-to-work system is the
reserved position of trade unions. They
are concerned with the employment ef-
fects of work-based education systems.
Especially in industries with declining or
stagnant employment, providing work
placements for young people may seem
to threaten adult jobs. Furthermore, the
development of widespread youth ap-
prenticeship programmes could under-
mine the apprenticeship programmes run
by unions, especially in the construction
industry. Those programmes are domi-
nated and controlled by unions which use
them to monopolise the labour market of
skilled workers. In addition, the average
age of apprentices in union apprentice-
ship programmes is around 26 years, so
this is not a school-to-work system since
they were usually employed before.

The third difficulty in establishing a large
scale school-to-work system is the role
of the different governmental levels: fed-
eral, state and local. The School-to-Work
Opportunities Act mandates the states to
develop and implement such an  educa-
tion system. Here, the states can custom-
ise a system to their regional and local
needs since there are only broad criteria
set up in the legislation. Thus, the domi-
nant actor behind the programmes is the
states which build on their earlier efforts
of providing training and education op-
portunities for non college-bound youth.
By doing so, they keep the school-to-work
system highly fragmented and reduce the
chance of building a coherent work-based
education system. Furthermore, the size
of the federal funds for school-to-work
programmes is much too small to achieve
a nationwide change in the education
system. In 1995, 27 states received a total
of $204 million in implementation grants

“(…) what are the barriers
that impede a systemic
change? (…) To sum up,
strong employer participa-
tion in a large scale school-
to-work system cannot be
attained since neither indi-
vidual nor collective moti-
vation can overcome the
problems of training cost -
especially supervisory
costs, ‘free rider’ behaviour
and the lack of an institu-
tional framework to regu-
late collective interests.

A second impediment (…)
is the reserved position of
trade unions (…) con-
cerned with the employ-
ment effects of work-based
education systems (…) pro-
viding work placements for
young people may seem to
threaten adult jobs.

The third difficulty (…) is
the role of the different gov-
ernmental levels: federal,
state and local. (…) the
dominant actor behind the
programmes is the states
which build on their earlier
efforts of providing train-
ing and education opportu-
nities (…). By doing so, they
keep the school-to-work
system highly fragmented
and reduce the chance of
building a coherent work-
based education system.”
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compared to a total of around $4 billion
for other federal youth training pro-
grammes. Those millions of federal dol-
lars have established a powerful political
constituency that cannot be overthrown
‘overnight’. As the School-to-Work Oppor-
tunities Act ends in 2001, there is the ques-
tion of whether implemented school-to-
work programmes can be sustained with-
out federal grants beyond that date.

Finally, the last group that has an impor-
tant impact on education reforms is the
teachers. They are the ‘street-level bureau-
crats’ implementing new policies. How-
ever, their discretion allows them to op-
pose or even change the idea of a new
policy. To establish a comprehensive and
high-quality school-to-work system teach-
ers have to be willing to work with com-
panies and build a partnership between
school and business, classroom and work-
based learning. Staff development must
be an important feature of school-to-work
programmes. Teachers have to be edu-
cated in ‘new’ methods of teaching by
integrating vocational and academic sub-
jects. There might be an opposition of
some teachers who view vocational edu-
cation as an option for low-achieving stu-
dents and who focus on college prepara-
tion as the only option of further educa-
tion. In addition, cooperation between
academic and vocational teachers to in-
tegrate their specific curricula into a sin-
gle work- and school-based curriculum
might be problematic since the different
groups of teachers have not worked to-
gether and developed their own occupa-
tional status.

Academic teachers involved in college
preparation are supported by some par-
ents, especially middle-class ones, for
whom vocational education has a low
social prestige and who want their chil-
dren prepared for a college career. Since
high school vocational education courses
are often preferred by low-achieving and
minorities’ students, vocational education
leads to a high school diploma which does
not increase employability and is usually
viewed as a minor high school diploma.

There is some resistance of parents who
see school-to-work as an instrument of
the federal government to intervene into
their parents’ rights and to limit personal
freedom by ‘totalitarian’ state coercion.

“But many parents are angry about these
efforts and the $2.3 billion Federal plan
that helps support them. Instead of fo-
cusing on students in vocational educa-
tion, these parents point out, school-to-
work programs, by law, include all stu-
dents. And in practice, the programs as-
sume unwarranted authority over their
children’s lives.” (Cheney, 1998) All gov-
ernment intervention into education is
viewed as a threat to the American dream
of equality of opportunity, although this
is a fiction in reality every attempt to re-
form the education system which might
establish a formalised ‘tracking system’
will meet strong opposition.

Conclusion

In the early 1990s there was a shift in the
attention of the education reform move-
ment. Because of the economic situation
the focus was directed towards vocational
training and the connection between edu-
cation and economic competitiveness.
Employers needed a skilled workforce for
their restructuring processes. Instead of
designing a new job training programme
reform-oriented politicians, educators and
employers demanded a new systemic ap-
proach to the whole complex of voca-
tional education. They looked to the Ger-
man education system since Germany is
a main economic competitor. The German
‘dual system’ of vocational training com-
bines work-based and school-based learn-
ing in a highly structured way. It is em-
bedded in an institutional setting where
centralised employer associations and
unions work together with the federal
government which has a legislative man-
date to regulate vocational training. As all
of these institutional preconditions are
missing in the US it was obvious that one
could not replicate the German system of
vocational training. Therefore, the School-
to-Work Opportunities Act 1994 was de-
signed to take the specific conditions in
the US into account and open the way
for state-centred solutions. In this regard
the School-to-Work Opportunities Act fol-
lows the tradition of education policy in
the US.

While the latest attempt to establish one
vocational training system has failed, the
openness of the School-to-Work Oppor-
tunities Act implies a great chance for the

“Finally, the last group that
has an important impact on
education reforms is the
teachers. (…) To establish
a comprehensive and high-
quality school-to-work sys-
tem teachers have to be
willing to work with compa-
nies and build a partner-
ship between school and
business, classroom and
work-based learning.”
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US to have many different regional and
local models of vocational training. By
having different approaches to vocational
training they can learn from each other
and adapt the various ideas to their local
needs. Tech-prep is a very good example
for adjusting the traditional school-based
vocational education to the changing con-
ditions of a globalised economy. By com-
bining high school and community col-

lege courses students are prepared to sat-
isfy the growing demand for a broader
knowledge base and problem-solving
qualifications. Since the economy is be-
coming ever more fragmented and the
cycle of technological change is short-
ened, the idea of a single vocational train-
ing system might be overhauled and flex-
ible solutions within a general framework
might be a more appropriate approach.
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